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Abstract 
Contemporary performance poetry is a democratic art form that elicits dialogue and is a catalyst 
for social change. Yet it is an art form that is still not well understood: it is accused of 
unconsciously mimicking hip-hop and being a watered-down, lesser version of ‗real‘ poetry. 
However once its power is harnessed it may be a powerful art form that can be used to address 
social ills and act as a medium for memory work.   
 The themes that are prevalent in contemporary performance poetry illustrate society‘s 
preoccupations. Different South African and American poets from a wide range of socio-
economic, national, generational and racial backgrounds are examined to explore the collective 
preoccupations that keep emerging in the poetry, issues pertaining to race and class, gender, and to 
the politics of the past and its effect on the present. 
There is a long debate around the influences of contemporary performance poetry, which is 
negotiated in Chapter One. Though Gil Scott-Heron‘s ―The Revolution will not be Televised‖ is 
identified as being a major influence, Saul Williams‘s ―Black Stacey‖ challenges some of the 
arguments made by Scott-Heron. Lesego Rampolokeng lays the foundation for South African 
performance poetry by criticising the new black elite in the country in ―Riding the Victim Train.‖ 
Chapter Two examines how the poets challenge the status quo in their work. Sarah Jones‘s 
―Blood‖ illustrates how the new black middle class in America is complicit in keeping poor people 
on the margins, while Kgafela oa Magogodi levels his criticism against state sanctioned poets in 
South Africa. Mxolisi Nyezwa‘s ―The Man is Gone‖ illustrates that the new class based hierarchal 
system in South Africa is potentially harsher than the apartheid one that was based on race. 
Chapter Three focuses on gender issues that are prevalent in South Africa. Tumi Molekane‘s 
―Yvonne‖ illustrates the danger that is embedded in the hetero-normative narrative while oa 
Magogodi‘s ―Samson and deli(e)lah‖ and Sam‘s ―Eve‖ explore how this narrative is unjustly 
informed by misinterpretations of the Bible.  
History and the impact of the past on the present is the focus of Chapter Four. ―76‖ by 
Molekane illustrates how the apartheid legacy still affects many in South Africa, while Andrea 
Gibson‘s ―Eli‖ explores the devastating effects of America‘s war efforts in Iraq. Dennis Brutus 
highlights the cathartic attributes of poetry that is community-driven in ―So Neat They Were‖ and 
―Mumia.‖ The chapter ends with an exploration of how the form of izibongo is used by Chris 
Thurman in ―Holy City (A Jozi Praise-Poem).‖ The last poem illustrates how the past informs the 
present and suggests that despite the bleakness of the past, there is hope for South Africa because 
of its rich cultural heritage. 
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1 
Introduction 
I‘ve always tried to tread the midline between the word in motion, the 
word free — I mean without bounds — and the WRITTEN word. I‘ve 
always tried in a way to marry the two: tried to make poetry that would 
leave a smudge on the page as it would on the stage. But that has 
always been difficult. 
 – Lesego Rampolokeng 
 
The Context: Rap, Hip-hop and African Oral Traditions  
 
This study will illustrate that performance poetry1 has significant potential to be a 
powerful medium to effect social transformation. Its hybrid nature allows for people 
from varied backgrounds, of different ages, who are on the margins of society, to find a 
platform to be heard. The poems that emerge in performance are not merely l‘art pour 
l’art, art for art‘s sake,2 but might be said to be more functional. Molefi Kete Asante 
asserts that the term ‗functional‘ refers to the object ―that poses a meaning within the 
communicator‘s and audience‘s world view, a meaning that is constructed from the 
social, political and religious moments in the society‘s history‖ (1987: 75).3 The aim of 
this project is to explore how the performance poets under scrutiny re-negotiate 
inherited identities and offer the possibility of creating new identities.  
It is important initially to trace the influences evident in contemporary 
performance poetry. Hip-hop, for example, appears to be a major ingredient in most 
performance poems. Hip-hop is described by Tricia Rose as ―an African-American and 
Afro-Caribbean youth culture composed of graffiti, break dancing and rap4 music‖ 
(1994: 2).5 Performance poetry and hip-hop have always in some shape or form been 
linked. William Perkins observes that ―the message-orientated poetry of The Last Poets 
and Gil Scott-Heron laid the groundwork for the political rappers of the 1980s and 
1990s‖ (1996: 4).6 Perkins further argues that ―what makes Heron‘s and The Last 
Poets‘ style so important to the emergence of rap music is its orality.‖  Mmatshilo 
                                                 
1
  I will provide fuller definitions and accounts of the phenomenon as this study unfolds but for the 
purposes of this introduction I define performance poetry as a staged and/or recorded rendition usually 
of rhymed verse intended to elicit audience response. 
2
   There is a certain kind of inherited western brand of poetry, still taught in schools and universities 
that treats poets as the ‗unacknowledged legislators‘ of the world, following the Romantic vision of 
Shelley. In this tradition the poem is considered a perfectly self-contained ‗Grecian Urn,‘ the meaning 
and truth of which is universal rather than contextual. 
3
   The Afrocentric Idea (1987). 
4
   Rap is similar to performance poetry in that it is a staged vocal performance but it differs in that it is 
usually performed to the accompaniment of music (which is not a pre-requisite for performance poetry). 
5
    Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America (1994). 
6
    Droppin’ Science – Critical Essays on Rap Music and Hip-hop Culture (1996). 
2 
Motsei notes that ―according to artists, rap music is a vocal culture that demonstrates 
the power of the spoken word‖ (2007: 129).7 There is therefore a dynamic relationship 
between poetry and hip-hop. Contemporary performance poetry often shows traces of 
hip-hop in the language used, the style performed and in the images that are invoked as 
they are both forms of orality. Rap often shows elements of performance poetry, or 
‗Spoken Word‘ as it is commonly known, and performance poetry at times exhibits 
certain elements of the hip-hop culture.  
However it should be noted that this hip-hop influence is not necessarily seen as 
positive by certain critics. Amatoritsero Ede, the award-winning Canadian-based poet, 
in an interview with Henry Akubuiro, registers dissatisfaction with the current trend of 
performance poetry in Nigeria where he was born. He finds ―the tradition of slam 
poetry borrowed indiscriminately from the West a terrible thing.‖8 
 He seems to despise the American hip-hop influence that is at times inevitable 
in performance poetry. Like most detractors he perhaps ignores the relationship 
between hip-hop and the global phenomenon of performance poetry. He laments that 
―[r]ecent Nigerian poetry which unreflectively borrows such forms is simply guilty of 
the same kind of colonial mentality that makes us feel that anything from abroad is 
necessarily legitimate‖ (2007: 1). The relationship between the American brand of hip-
hop and performance poetry performed throughout the world is dynamic and is not only 
a one-sided process. A deeper and more thorough understanding of the history of hip-
hop is needed for one to understand the relationship between the two.  
 When rap was first formed it was used as a tool to voice resistance and to elicit 
communal spirit and its beginnings are often traced to the South Bronx. Lynda Dixon 
Shaver and Patricia Washington note that ―rap‘s beginnings were the megasound 
parties‖ (1997: 169).9 They explain that these parties were ―held in the parks, school 
auditoriums of the South Bronx, West Bronx, Queens, or Brooklyn during the late 
1970s and early 1980s‖ (1997: 169). However, Motsei contests this view, arguing that  
even though rap music is said to have originated in the 1970s in the 
South Bronx in New York, many trace its origins to the 60s music 
of The Last Poets, Gil Scott-Heron and Miller Jackson, who were 
fuelled by the Black Pride theme in the speeches of Malcolm X 
and The Black Panthers. (2007: 125) 
 
                                                 
7
   The Kanga and the Kangaroo Court: Reflections on the Rape Trial of Jacob Zuma (2007). 
8
 http://www.sunnewsonline.com/webpages/features/literari/2007/july/22/22/literari-22-07-2007-
001.htm. Accessed 20 June 2008. 
9
   ―The Language Culture of Rap Music Videos‖ (1997: 164–184). 
3 
Therefore the impact of orality apparent in the music of the 1960s laid the basis for rap 
music. Molefi Kete Asante believes that the oral tradition on which rap is based is 
undeniably African. He states that ―Africans brought to America a fertile oral tradition‖ 
(1987: 96). In addition he notes:  
unable to read or write English and forbidden by law (in most 
states) to learn, the African in America early cultivated the natural 
fascination with nommo, the word, and demonstrated a singular 
appreciation for the subtleties, pleasures and potentials of the 
spoken word, which has continued to enrich and embolden the 
African American‘s history. (1987: 95) 
 
This appreciation for the spoken word, partly caused by the strict laws, thus fuelled the 
African American‘s need for alternative forms of communication.10 This oral tradition 
can be traced in speeches, pastor‘s sermons in the church, hip-hop and performance 
poetry. Paul Tiyambe Zeleza notes that African music ―was exported to the Americas 
during the era of the Atlantic slave trade, where it was further developed and 
transformed.‖11 Zeleza sees the music growing out of ―cultural contacts between Africa 
and the African Diaspora (…) from the late nineteenth-century Diasporan music‖ 
(2007: 1). Zeleza shows that as the music in the Americas grew from jazz and reggae to 
hip-hop ―it was re-exported back to Africa, where it was reappropriated and converted‖ 
(2007: 1). This counters Ede‘s argument that hip-hop and performance poetry in Africa 
are American forms appropriated indiscriminately. It illustrates that there is a dynamic 
relationship between the oral traditions in Africa and America. The definitions of 
hybridity that Aijaz Ahmed explores can effectively be employed to understand the 
hybrid nature of rap artists and contemporary performance poets. Ahmed notes that the 
―migrant intellectual residing in the metropolis‖ (1996: 286) has come ―to signify a 
universal condition of hybridity‖ (286).12 He suggests that cultural hybridity emerges as 
a result of ―the traffic among modern cultures‖ (286) which is ―now so brisk that one 
can hardly speak of discrete national cultures that are not fundamentally transformed by 
that traffic‖ (286). Thus it is not accurate to label hip-hop as strictly American. It is a 
hybrid brand that emerges out of the brisk ―traffic among modern cultures‖ (286).  
Washington and Dixon Shaver suggest that ―rappers produce music that is both 
                                                 
10
   James Baldwin notes that slaves from different tribes were unable to understand each other so Black 
English was created in Church, where nommo was celebrated, so that they could communicate. He 
states that ―people evolve a language in order to describe and thus control their circumstances, or in 
order not to be submerged by a reality they cannot articulate‖ (1979: 1). 
11
http://science.jrank.org/pages/8711/Communication-in-Africa-its-Influence-Orality-Performance.html. 
Accessed 20 July 2008. 
12
   ―The Politics of Literary Postcoloniality‖ (1996: 276-293). 
4 
evolved from African-American oral tradition and a reflection of society from their 
perspective‖ (1997: 167). It is this preoccupation with a reflection of their society that 
enabled rap initially to become such a powerful vehicle for black people in America 
who were ostracised and on the margins of society. bell hooks argues that ―it was 
conditions of suffering and survival, of poverty, deprivation, and lack that characterized 
the marginal locations from which break dancing and rap emerged‖ (2004: 35).13 Yet 
this power was relinquished as soon as the majority of mainstream rap music no longer 
concerned itself with the issues of ―suffering and survival, of poverty, deprivation and 
lack‖ (35). Rose observes that ―from the outset, rap music has articulated pleasures and 
problems of black life in contemporary America‖ (1994: 2).  
However while rap came from a tradition where it was a medium to articulate 
pain, it gradually became consumed by the culture of pleasure, and now, it might be 
argued, it is hardly a vehicle for social change at all. Accounting for rap‘s inability to 
be an effective catalyst for social change in the present, Lesego Rampolokeng (as 
quoted by Beate-Ursula Endriss) states: 
political hip-hop is no longer important to young people in South 
Africa. (...) At the beginning hip-hop had something to say, it was 
on the margins of capitalist society. But when it started gaining in 
significance, it was absorbed by the system.14  
 
While this might be seen as a broad generalisation, Rampolokeng makes a valid point. 
Current mainstream rap music, as can be seen by the messages portrayed or the 
commodity brands which popular rappers embrace and promote, is rarely concerned 
with political issues. Therefore it has become increasingly inadequate as a vehicle for 
social change as its power has been diminished by its co-option in consumer culture. 
Rap‘s current inability to be a powerful art form is aggravated by rap artists‘ obsession 
with rhyme, which at times dilutes the potentially powerful message. Washington and 
Shaver note that rap ―is primarily a rhymed verse form‖ (1997: 167). Previously rhyme 
supplemented the rap form as ―words and the rhythmic soundings of these words are 
critically important because, as with the blues, words describe the society from which it 
evolved‖ (167). Unfortunately mainstream rappers now focus almost exclusively on 
rhyme and at the expense of the message or the content of their music. Therefore their 
music is arguably constrained by rhyme. What this dissertation will investigate is how 
performance poetry is not solely governed by an insistence on rhyme and thus manages 
                                                 
13
   We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (2004). 
14
    http://www.culturebase.net/artist.php?279. Accessed 25 February 2009. 
5 
to retain some potential for delivering a genuine message. This introductory 
observation, by way of example, is offered to suggest the divergences when considering 
these inter-related genres, and anticipates the next argument which introduces other 
influences, apart from rap, in informing the particular character of contemporary 
performance poetry. 
Essentially, performance poetry has been described by the founders of Youth 
Speaks, quoted by Pooja Makhijani, as  
a form of expression for a generation of young people 
speaking for themselves; a generation (...) reciting struggles 
and successes on open microphones (...) transcending 
traditional stereotypes by speaking their truths and listening 
to the truths of others. (2005: 2) 
 
This definition highlights the collective, reciprocal, essentially social nature of the 
phenomenon, as well as its political imperative. The highly social aspect of 
performance poetry emerges in its competitive edge in the form of slam poetry 
competitions. Karen Grigsby Bates asserts that ―poetry competitions, called slams, were 
a way to merge the flow of poetry and the precision of performance‖ (2003: 2).15 As 
observed by Scott Woods, the structure of traditional Slam poetry competitions in 
America was introduced by a construction worker in Chicago, Marc Smith.16 Makhijani 
correctly observes that an ―emphasis on performance soon laid the groundwork for the 
energetic brand of poetry that would eventually be exhibited in slam‖ (2005: 3). The 
phenomenon of Slam poetry then rapidly ―spread across the country and finally found a 
notable home at the Nuyorican Poets‘ Café17 and in similar "slam cafés around the 
country‖ (3). Thus the origins of slam poetry in America can be easily discerned. 
However, the emergence of performance poetry in the United States and in South 
Africa, in particular, suggests that the genre‘s African influences and origins are still to 
be historicised and documented. 
 Though it is vital to understand the hip-hop/rap influence on contemporary 
performance poetry, this is not the only important influence, especially in South Africa. 
Of equal importance is the African oral tradition that has a strong presence in and 
influence on this brand of performance poetry. Jeff Opland argues that ―oral poetry and 
performance have been important features of South African society since the 
                                                 
15
   ―Profile: Poetry Style of Saul Williams‖ (2003). 
16
   ―Poetry Slams: The Ultimate Democracy of Art‖ (2008). 
17
   Saul Williams won the 1996 Slam Poetry Competition at the Nuyorican Poets‘ Café whilst Sarah 
Jones, another poet whose work will also be analysed in this study, won in the subsequent year. 
6 
development of the earliest human communities on the sub continent‖ (1983: 2).18 He 
notes that the tradition of oral poetry can be traced ―from the songs and stories of the 
Bushmen and Khoi to the praise poems of African chiefdoms‖ (1983: 2, 3). The most 
prominent oral forms being the Xhosa and Zulu imbongi, the Sotho seroki, terms that 
may be translated as ‗praise poets‘.19 The role and nature of the Nguni, Zulu and Xhosa 
iimbongi are similar whilst the Sotho liroki is slightly different. However, they all have 
similar purposes as will be outlined below. The ‗praise poet‘ is in a limited sense 
similar to the court jester. Like the court jester he is allowed a certain amount of 
freedom of expression that other members of society are not afforded. Liz Gunner notes 
that ―the praise poet has license to critique the object of his praise but this is usually 
done sparingly‖ (2007: 70).20 Traditionally the role of iimbongi was to praise the 
characteristics and victories of kings, but B. W Vilakazi does not limit the role of the 
imbongi to praising royalty. Instead he observes that izibongo have ―an ethnological 
significance in tracing kinship relationship and genealogy‖ (1993: 56).21 
Russell Kaschula illustrates that in Xhosa culture boys learned the art of 
izibongo while herding cows.22 In the fields they would practise izibongo in praise of 
the cattle who are held in high esteem in Xhosa culture. He asserts that ―for many, this 
is where the art of oral poetry begins‖ (2002: 3). But he clearly emphasises that  
very few of these boys will ultimately be elevated to the position of 
official praise singer in the community, as this is reserved only for 
the most eloquent, for those who are able to manipulate metaphor 
and for those who are most knowledgeable about the history of the 
people. (3) 
 
Therefore it is clear that the role of imbongi was regarded as a privileged one, and one 
had to be chosen to be able to praise chiefs. Kaschula observes that ―traditionally the 
most recognised iimbongi were those who were attached to the chiefs and those who 
produced oral poetry in honour of the chiefs‖ (2002: 3).23 The subject of lithoko (praise 
poems of the Sotho), on the other hand, is most likely the author of the piece itself. 
Damane and Sanders argue that the ―exceptions, however, are particularly important, 
                                                 
18
   Xhosa Oral Poetry: Aspects of a Black South African Tradition (1983). 
19
  Russell Kaschula believes that the translation of imbongi to ‗praise poet‘ should be viewed critically, 
reasoning that ―the traditional role of the imbongi was not only to praise, but also to criticise the chief‖ 
(2002: 12). 
20
  ―Africa and Orality‖ (2007: 67-72). 
21
  ―The Conception and Development of Poetry in Zulu‖ (1995). 
22
 The Bones of the Ancestors are Shaking: Xhosa Oral Poetry in Context (2002). 
23
 Interestingly, this is not all that different from the western practice of appointing poet laureates, 
whose elevation to this position emerged because the poet best captured the spirit of the age of the 
reigning monarch. 
7 
for they are the praises of certain chiefs, which were composed for them by their more 
gifted retainers, who thus became known as their liroki ―(1974: 18).24 Yet they do note 
that some chiefs ―preferred to compose their own, and were highly respected for doing 
so‖ (18). Most lithoko, Damane and Sanders note, were mainly inspired by war, written 
in time of relaxation after the battle had been fought.  
Similar to the imbongi, all boys were expected to learn the art of lithoko. Sotho 
boys were required to go to mophato (initiation school) at the age when they about to 
enter manhood and it was there that they would compose their own lithoko. Damane 
and Sanders observe that ―at the close of their training they would burn the mophato 
and return to the village, where they would chant the praise-poems which they had 
composed for themselves‖ (13). Similar to imbongi all boys could perform lithoko but it 
was only the very talented who were given a chance to become a chief‘s seroki. D. P 
Kunene notes that the chief purpose of lithoko ―is to praise — to extol the virtues of 
manly prowess: of courage, of valour, and of fighting skill‖ (1971: 1).25  
Lithoko have four other purposes apart from praising and extolling such virtues 
and these same purposes are detected in izibongo. Firstly, ―when a seroki praised a 
chief, he was not merely showering him with personal flattery: he was also presenting 
him to his followers as a leader worthy of their loyalty and support‖ (1974: 27). 
Secondly, by building up associations with great chiefs from whom the subject was a 
descendant, ―the poet is deepening his audience‘s awareness of itself as an historically 
continuous community‖ (29). This allows the audience to acknowledge and learn about 
its ―proud tradition that is embodied, above all, in its chief, the heir and descendant of 
the great rulers of the past‖ (29). Thirdly, the seroki reminds the audience that it is ―part 
of a community that consists of both the living and the dead‖ (29, 30). In African 
cultures ―the ancestors are still thought of as being somehow present, inspiring their 
descendants by their encouragement and constantly reminding them of their duty‖ (29, 
30). The last and probably one of the most significant purposes is that the praises bring 
―about ‗conformity to the approved modes of behaviour‘‖ (30). It is therefore clear that 
the role of the praise poet is a varied and important one and not merely limited to 
praise.  
The imbongi and seroki have had to adapt their art form as time has passed. As 
already noted, lithoko were mainly inspired by war. However in the twentieth century, 
                                                 
24
 Lithoko: Sotho Praise Poems (1974). 
25
  Heroic Poetry of the Basotho (1971). 
8 
―the Sotho have been involved in only two major conflicts, the first and second World 
Wars‖ (23). Most chiefs were not actively involved in the wars so the liroki had to find 
other sources to inspire their poetry. For most liroki ―wars have been replaced as the 
normal stimuli for composition by crises in internal chieftainship disputes‖ (1974: 24).  
Russell Kaschula observes that the imbongi, in an attempt to adapt to the times, 
has had to broaden his/her ―verbal repertoire‖ (1993: xiii) and that while previously 
successful iimbongi were those that were ―attached to chiefs‖ (xiii) they are now 
expected to compose poetry about a wider range of subjects.26 Kaschula observes: 
Unlike the performances of the past, which were essentially 
concerned with events in and around the kingdom, the thematic 
content of oral poetry has been broadened in order to reflect the 
important issues of the day, be they religious, political or social. 
(1998: xiv)27 
 
Therefore the contemporary imbongi has had to redefine his/her role in society. The 
iimbongi‘s role is ―to interpret what is happening around them — their role is that of a 
political and social commentator‖ (2002: 28). An imbongi can now be defined as a 
person  
who is in a position to act as a mediator, educator, praiser and 
critic between an authority and those under that authority and who 
is accepted by the people and the authority in question. (1993: xiii) 
 
In this dissertation I will illustrate how contemporary performance poets, similar to the 
imbongi and seroki, act as social and political commentators and as mediators between 
the ruler and the ruled. This dissertation will support and advance Kaschula‘s assertion 
that ―in terms of the role played by slam and izibongo in contemporary society, there is 
essentially no difference‖ (2004: 55).28 He observes that they are both involved in ―the 
socio-political analysis of society, its leaders, and the people and structures which make 
up that society‖ (55). I will show that the poems I have selected essentially offer 
―socio-political analysis of society‖ (55). 
Roots of the specific brand of performance poetry under scrutiny in this 
dissertation can be traced to the liberation struggle. Liz Gunner examines the important 
role that poetry played in the struggle.29 Gunner observes ‗praise poetry‘s‘ ability to 
―exploit the symbolic capital of a particular culture‖ (1999: 52). She points out how ―its 
                                                 
26
   Foundations in Southern African Oral Literature (1993). 
27
   African Oral Literature: Functions in Contemporary Contexts (1998). 
28
   ―Imbongi to Slam: The Emergence of a Technologised Auriture‖ (2004: 46-58). 
29
  ―Remaking the Warrior? The Role of Orality and the Liberation Struggle in Post-Apartheid South 
Africa‖ (1999: 50-60). 
9 
ability to collapse the heroic past into an heroic present (…) had been underestimated‖ 
(52). She says performance poets during the liberation struggle in South Africa used the 
styles and influences of iimbongi to undermine the workings of the Apartheid regime in 
order to reclaim heroism.  
Jeff Opland traces the varied ways in which performance poetry adapted to 
specific political and social needs throughout the twentieth century, an era marked by 
grievous inhumanity caused by the Apartheid government and its draconian laws. He 
observes that ―migrant workers on the mines have used forms of praise poetry for most 
of‖ the twentieth century ―in order to praise / criticise indunas or shift bosses.‖ Noting 
the role of ‗praise poets‘ in the Apartheid homelands he highlights the important role 
they played ―in orchestrating resistance to rulers like Chief Kaiser Matanzima and 
others‖ (1983: 3).  
Performance poetry assumed a prominent role ―during the political upheaval of 
the 1970s‖ (3) states Opland. He notes that ―Soweto poets like Ingoapele Madingoane 
and Dumakude Ka Ndlovu experimented with oral performance as a means of 
disseminating their message‖ (3). Performance poetry was an appropriate vehicle for 
them and the form enabled them to avoid stringent state censorship and white-run 
literary magazines that dictated what was suitable to be published. Frank Eisenhuth 
says the poetry of Ingoapele Madingoane from The Black Consciousness Movement, 
―turned out to be the creative starter kit for a new talent at the end of the '80s.‖30 
Performance poetry in the 1980s was linked to the trade union movement. Opland notes 
that ―during the 1980s poets like Alfred Temba Qabula and Mi S‘dumo Hlatshwayo 
utilised the form of izibongo to mobilise support for the union movement‖ (3). 
Therefore this long tradition of performance poetry illustrates how this particular brand 
of poetry has been consistently preoccupied with political and social concerns and 
serves as a foundation for contemporary performance poets. Liz Gunner noting its 
critical potential, sees ‗praise poetry‘ as ―deeply engaged in debates about issues such 
as the nature of leadership, particular policies and actions‖ (1983: 51). Contemporary 
performance poets are equally as involved in the debate as they continue dialogues that 
were started by poets that preceded them. 
It was not until the year 2000 that the specific brand of performance poetry 
under analysis gained significant prominence and popularity amongst the youth in 
South Africa. YFM, a youth radio station in Johannesburg began to host weekly 
                                                 
30
   http://www.artistdirect.com/nad/music/artist/bio/0,,1141856,00.html. Accessed 25 February 2009. 
10 
performance poetry shows, after the host, Paul Mnisi, saw poets perform at Jungle 
Connection, a small, unassuming club in downtown Johannesburg. Through technology 
this specific brand of poetry that was thriving in the margins of Johannesburg society 
was brought to the forefront. Mnisi, under his pseudonym Rudeboy Paul used to open 
his show with a segment of Saul Williams‘s poem ―Sha-Clack-Clack‖ (1997) from his 
album Amethyst Rockstar. This poem introduced performance poetry, with Saul 
Williams at the front, to a new generation of South Africans. As Grigsby Bates 
observes in relation to American performance poetry: 
technology drew in new audiences, revitalised an interest in poetry 
that had been dormant in young audiences for several decades and 
made Saul Williams a star the MTV generation. (2003: 2) 
 
In 2002 this new found interest in performance poetry was fuelled by the arrival in 
Johannesburg of Saul Williams, Sarah Jones, both American poets, as well as 
Mutabaruku, a Jamaican poet. Seeing these experienced poets along with some 
influential South African poets perform their poems allowed the young audience to 
become aware of the power that lay in the art form. The form gradually spread and 
performance poetry sessions can now be found all over the country. The art form is 
characterised by vocal resistance to the status quo and to social injustices that are rife in 
post-Apartheid South Africa.  Andre Willis describes hip-hop as emerging out of a 
necessary creative response ―to the numerous forces of economic decline, social 
separation, intraracial division, cultural exploitation and political despair‖ (1997: 134) 
that affect African Americans.31 This is a description that might also be employed 
productively to define performance poetry in South Africa as well as in America.  
 All the poets analysed in this dissertation appear to be aware of the potency that 
is inherent in performance poetry and they attempt to use it to examine and interrogate 
injustices in society. Saul Williams, in his interview with Grigsby Bates says, ―if we 
have microphones held in front of our faces then it is our responsibility to speak for 
those who perhaps are voiceless‖ (2003: 2). This project will illustrate how these poets 
attempt to address injustices in the performance of shared dissidence in their poetry. 
Epifanio San Juan defines the subaltern soldier as one that is ―subordinate to the captain 
in the military hierarchy; hence subalterns refer to non-elite or subordinate social 
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groups‖ (1998: 85).32 In History33 the subaltern is mostly relegated to the margins where 
he/she is represented as the ‗Other.‘ The poetry analysed in this dissertation offers an 
attempt by the subaltern (those who cannot speak, or who are not heard) to speak, and 
to voice the shared commitment to interrogate the ongoing forces that contribute to 
subaltern silence. This dissertation will examine the shared, collective preoccupations 
that keep emerging in the poetry, such as issues pertaining to race, class, gender, and to 
politics of the past. I will illustrate that, though the poets analysed are from different 
racial, generational and geographical locations, they all share similar preoccupations. 
Beate-Ursula Endriss suggests that Lesego Rampolokeng performs ―everywhere in the 
world where injustice is on the boil: visible, audible and tangible — or below the 
surface‖ (2003: 1).  I shall demonstrate how the selected performance poets are all part 
of a global dialogue that their poetry elicits or at times respond to.  
Although powerful vocal art forms like performance poetry may offer those on 
the margins an immediate and effective medium, bell hooks is critical of contemporary 
artists with radical messages. She argues that ―statements are useless if the declaration 
is no way linked to a collective organised struggle‖ (2004: 33). This dissertation will 
illustrate that the works of the particular performance poets ought not to be dismissed 
simply because their work is not ―linked to a collective organised struggle.‖ It will 
show that their work is effective as it serves several purposes. These poets like the 
imbongi are aware of the power that lies in performance poetry and as noted above they 
offer essential ―socio-political analysis of society‖ (2004: 55). Like the rappers of the 
1970s such as Zulu Nation and Afrika Bambaataa their poetry is a form of memory 
work, in their attempt to remember the traditions of the continent. This can be seen by 
the manner in which they recall and recover aspects of South African culture that have 
been diminished due to colonisation. An analysis of the politics that surround 
performance is vital in understanding this particular brand of performance poetry.  
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 In this instance History refers to the official histories that purport to be objective but generally 
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The Politics of Performance 
 
It is the spontaneity and immediacy of the performance that essentially accounts for its 
efficacy, but at the same time,34 it is precisely this spontaneity that means the careers 
and contributions of most performance poets are short-lived. The question that emerges 
is how to rescue the various contributions from inevitably fading into obscurity, and it 
is partly the task of this project to ensure that they live on, if not on the stage, then at 
least in print, as part of a necessary endeavour to preserve oral histories. 
Robert Pinsky argues vehemently that poetry, although it contains a vocal aspect 
that needs to be heard, is not meant to be performed.35 He argues that:  
To take poetry altogether away from the profound terrain to the 
culturally prominent, more familiar platform of performance is to tame 
it, because poetry is vocal, but not necessarily performative. (2002: 46) 
 
Though poetry does have the potential to be tamed and its message misconstrued by 
mass culture, the performance of a poem can reveal unique aspects of the poem while 
also making it more potent. Ruth Finnegan says, ―performance can play a crucial part in 
the actual realisation of this poetry as literature‖ (1977: 121).36 She observes that ―its 
form is more than meaningful words on a piece of paper or in a poet‘s mind‖ (121, 
122).  
Contemporary performance poetry does not mean a poet simply getting up on 
stage and reading or reciting his or her poem.  Finnegan observes that ―it is often 
accepted that a performance can inflect a message or atmosphere of a poem‖ (125) by 
the poet‘s ―own dramatisation, speed, singing style, pauses, rhythmic movement, 
gestures, facial expression and so on‖ (125). Therefore it is clear that the performance 
and the potency of the content of the poem are carried by the style of delivery and 
dramatisation of the poem.  This once again points to the necessary ingredient of 
audience participation and the collective, reciprocal nature of the performance.   
Though the poets examined in this study have their work available in print and 
digital form, be it on compact disk or on the internet, this is not the only way they 
transmit their messages. They all still rely on live performances to generate interest. 
Almost all have performed their poetry on various global platforms. Pinsky appears to 
be weary of the performance of poetry as he is afraid that the import of the message 
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will simply be assimilated into mass culture and therefore lose its potentially powerful 
socio-political message. This might well be true in certain cases but the performance 
poets featured in this analysis resist, or at least have resisted (at the height of their 
performance careers), easy assimilation into the industry of show business. The specific 
brand of performance poetry that is currently popular in South Africa and America is 
similar. In both cases, the poets appear to draw influence from hip-hop culture while 
simultaneously rejecting the manner in which hip-hop is dissipating into a meaningless 
brand of pop culture. This exemplifies Pinsky‘s suggestion that poetry has a ―profound 
role of both engaging and resisting‖ society and culture (2002: 89). Pinsky‘s fear is that 
performance poetry will automatically be associated with ―show business‖ and the 
―major industry‖ (43) of performing arts once it has withdrawn from ―the profound 
terrain to the culturally prominent, more familiar platform of performance‖ (46). All the 
poets that I examine are, or have been, marginal in relation to the ―major industry‖ (43) 
of the performing arts and popular media. They are on the margins of society perhaps 
because of their sexual orientation, race, class or gender, but are nonetheless able to use 
the emerging platform of performative poetry to address social ills and injustices.  Their 
position on the margins is also highlighted by the unwillingness of prominent record 
labels to sign on successful performance poets. They are mostly signed to smaller labels 
if their poems are not self-published. Though this might be construed as negative, it is 
important as their ‗independence‘ does not allow for their message to be tamed or 
censored due to hegemonic controls governing huge record labels‘ beliefs, demands or 
suggestions.  It is therefore apparent that these poets, in the moment of performance, 
and the ways in which these performances are disseminated, have not been assimilated 
into the sterilised and neutralised domain of mainstream media. 
The audience has a significant role to play when it comes to performance 
poetry; their response can alter the content and manner in which the poem is delivered. 
A poet can, mid-performance, spontaneously improvise or abruptly change a poem 
she/he has previously done numerous times before depending on whether the audience 
is responding positively or negatively and how positively or negatively. If the audience 
is clearly pleased with the poem and performance the poet often becomes louder, bolder 
and more dangerous in her/his dissidence. The presence of an audience adds a crucial 
dimension as the poet accommodates audience responses. The performance is thus 
interactive and relatively reciprocal. Abrahams and Foss observe that:  
The oral creator or performer (…) is obliged to use expression 
14 
which is immediately understandable because of the oral nature of 
his presentation and the limitations which this places on upon the 
audience. (1968: 10)37 
 
This could explain why some critics believe that performance poetry lacks depth, 
especially when it is scrutinized on page. It might seem to readers of the poetry (as 
opposed to spectators watching a performance) that the message is diluted. It might 
seem that poetic forms such as metaphors, similes are less apparent, although this is 
rather dismissive of a discerning audience. As I shall demonstrate, the seemingly 
―immediately understandable‖ (1968: 10) is often deceptively simple. However, when 
meaning falls away for the sake of rhyme and rhythm, Pinsky‘s fear that poetry can be 
tamed, cannot be ignored.  
There are certain themes that are recurrent in performance poetry. The brand of 
performance poetry analysed in this study cannot be said to be fundamentally American 
or African. There are also conventions and common styles of delivery that emerge. 
Finnegan observes that ―every culture has recognised conventions for its forms of 
poetic expression‖ (1977: 89). In contemporary performance poetry there are certain 
conventions that have emerged, ―conventions accepted by audience and poet alike‖ 
(89).38 These conventions inform ―formal structure, range of genres, appropriate mode 
of delivery or verbal style‖ (89) which all ―play an essential part in poetic activity‖ 
(89). The conventions that are apparent in contemporary performance poetry in South 
Africa and America are rhythmic flow, repetition, the occasional inclusion of musical 
accompaniment, and the use of the first or second person narrator.39 Finnegan also 
observes that ―direct address to the audience is again peculiarly appropriate to oral 
literature‖ (118). This is a significant convention and reflects the interactive nature of 
the genre, thus reinforcing the role of the poet as spokesperson who speaks on behalf of 
the community.  
Socially recognised conventions according to Finnegan apply to ―accepted 
stylistic conventions as well as more obviously ‗sociological‘ aspects, like social 
function or the economic position of poets‖ (1977: 89).  Saul Williams in ―Fearless‖ 
                                                 
37
 Anglo-American Folksong Style (1968). 
38
 In South Africa there are also certain codes that define the way poets are expected to dress, behave 
and the manner in which they wear their hair. These are associated with closely guarded definitions of 
‗afrocentricity‘. For example, women are expected to wear modest long skirts and individuals are 
expected to have dread locks or ‗natural‘ hair. However the poets I examine defy such narrow 
categorisation, thus imposed confinements. 
39
  Both first and second person modes of narration have the effect of eliciting audience participation: 
the ―I‖ persona acts as spokesperson for a collective, and the ―you‖ includes the audience. 
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(2000) asserting his role as a poet, recites, ―I am a poet who composes what the world 
proses / and proses what the world composes‖ (2000: ll.18-19). In effect, what 
Williams is suggesting is that he is simply a scribe, whose task it is to speak on behalf 
of those who listen, hear and respond. In ―Eli‖ (2003), Andrea Gibson states that she 
will ―spend the rest of [her] life writing nothing /  but the word light at the end of this 
tunnel‖ (2003: ll.14-15). This suggests her acceptance of her social responsibility to 
offer hope to those who suffer in darkness. In ―Yvonne‖ (2001: ll.48-49), Tumi 
Molekane maintains that with his words he ―can play Biko / and make white people 
nervous.‖ It seems as if they are all aware of the inherent power that lies in their words 
and they use their poetry to address social ills. All three are drawing from the influence 
of hip-hop. However as I shall demonstrate in the chapters that follow, all dismiss the 
frivolity that now seems to characterise hip-hop. The economic position of the poets 
has changed slightly. In the past the South African poets mentioned would perform for 
no fee at clubs in Johannesburg but they now perform at selected places at a price. 
People mostly pay to see Saul Williams and he, like many of the poets analysed, makes 
money from CD sales. So it is clear that the economic position of most successful 
performance poets has improved in the past few years. The danger remains that they too 
might become assimilated and co-opted into the mainstream, and their messages sold as 
yet another commodity.  
 
Outline 
 
In Chapter One ―Negotiating the Main Influences,‖ Gil Scott-Heron‘s seminal piece, 
―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised‖ (1970), is examined. The poem‘s call for a 
communal stand against socio-political injustice is explored. In addition, I will analyse 
how issues pertaining to blackness are negotiated in Saul Williams‘s ―Black Stacey‖ 
(2005) and Lesego Rampolokeng‘s ―Riding the Victim Train‖ (1999). All three pieces 
have been decisive in shaping and advancing the genre of performance poetry and each 
reflects the identity politics of the time in which they were created and initially 
performed.   
Chapter Two, ―Issues of Race and Class,‖ will examine the ways in which the 
new black elite in America and South Africa is complicit in maintaining the status quo 
that excludes many. The poems that will be explored in relation to this phenomenon are 
Sarah Jones‘s ―Blood‖ (2001), Kgafela oa Magogodi‘s ―i mike what i like‖ (2004) and 
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Mxolisi Nyezwa‘s ―The Man is Gone‖ (2000).  
Gender will be explored in Chapter Three. Here I analyse ―Yvonne‖ (2001) by 
Tumi Molekane to show how this poem responds to the traumatic consequences of 
patriarchal domination. My analysis of Kgafela oa Magogodi‘s poem ―Samson and 
Deli(e)lah‖ (2004) and Sam‘s ―Eve‖ (2002) illustrates their preoccupation with the 
sexist repercussions of biased interpretations of biblical stories.  
Finally Chapter Four, ―Re-imagining the Past and Present,‖ will explore how 
Tumi Molekane‘s poem ―76‖ (2001), Andrea Gibson‘s ―Eli‖ (2003), Dennis Brutus‘s 
poems, ―So Neat They Were‖ (2004) and ―Mumia‖ (2005), and ―Holy City (A Jozi 
Praise-Poem)‖ (2004) by Chris Thurman illustrate the ways in which history affects the 
present
40
. The final poem, however, might be read as heralding a change.  
There is still not extensive work done regarding contemporary performance 
poetry in English and particularly when it concerns work done by emerging poets who 
are not published by established publishing houses. In this dissertation I will analyse 
this critical brand of performance poetry and explore its preoccupations. I will examine 
how it resists categorisation and challenges the status quo. I will highlight its capacity 
to allow individuals, who would not normally be heard, a space in which to negotiate 
issues pertaining to identity, their environment, and how it fosters a communal 
response. 
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Chapter One: Negotiating the Main Influences 
 
Badimo baka
41
 have sent me 
To wipe the dirty floors of 
Race, poverty and class 
That my father left untouched. 
 
Napo Masheane 
 
Introduction 
 
Susan Somers-Willet lists ―the Beat movement, The Black Arts Movement, Jazz, [and] 
Early Rap‖ (2001: 370) as influences on performance poetry.42 In South Africa the list 
is more extensive, ranging from Tswana poets such as Ratsie Sethlako and well known 
contemporary Xhosa iimbongi like Zolani Mkiva and the poets within the ancestral 
family. I have identified the main English influences on contemporary performance 
poetry as Gil Scott-Heron, Saul Williams and Lesego Rampolokeng. Though there are 
clearly others whose work is just as influential, these poets‘ contributions might be 
regarded as seminal.  
Gil Scott-Heron‘s ―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised‖ (1970) is an 
influential piece and is routinely cited in hip-hop songs. Washington and Dixon Shaver 
note that the blues singers were the first to use the media as a tool. They argue that ―the 
lyrics of their songs spoke of feelings, events, and issues that most blacks either 
pretended did not exist or spoke about in whispers‖ (1997: 171). They further observe 
that ―from the mid-1960s through the mid-1970s black cultural nationalist poets‖ and 
musicians ―like Gil Scott-Heron continued‖ (1997: 171) the work of speaking out. This 
chapter will examine how Saul Williams in ―Black Stacey‖ (2005) and Lesego 
Rampolokeng in ―Riding the Victim Train‖ (1999), like Scott-Heron, speak of feelings 
and events that are not spoken about or else whispered. Collectively the work of these 
poets sets the precedent for contemporary performance poetry, and the following 
analysis seeks to tease out some of the common preoccupations that emerge in the work 
of those who will follow, in our more recent times.  
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1.1. Staging the Revolution 
 
Gil Scott-Heron‘s ―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised‖43 (1970) is an indictment of 
the manner in which the economic forces in 1960s America determined who had the 
right to representation in the media. Scott-Heron is described by John Bush as ―one of 
the most important progenitors of rap music‖ (2009: 1).44 Bush asserts that Scott-
Heron‘s ―aggressive, no-nonsense street poetry inspired a legion of intelligent rappers 
while his engaging songwriting skills placed him square in the R&B charts later in his 
career‖ (2009: 1). The poem is featured on his 1970 debut album, Small Talk at 125th 
and Lenox. Bush notes that the album ―inspired by a volume of poetry of the same 
name‖ (2009: 1) written by his mentor, Bob Thiele.45 Scott-Heron is often associated 
with black activist responses prevalent in the 1970s. ―The Revolution Will Not Be 
Televised‖ received critical acclaim and is probably one of his most well received 
works.  
The poem is important as it showed people who might have felt pessimistic that 
there was indeed an alternative to the status quo. J.M Bernstein states that ―the 
effectiveness of the culture industry depends not on its parading an ideology, on 
disguising the true nature of things, but in removing the thought that there is any 
alternative to the status quo‖ (1991: 9).46 The struggle against the dominant ideology 
that propagated racist ideas seemed impossible because it appeared to be resistant to 
and unaffected by change. Poems like this that pushed the formidable black power 
message suggested that a revolution was possible but it would not be televised because 
the individuals responsible for producing television programmes were biased. I use the 
work of Theodore Adorno, in The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture 
(1991), to inform my analysis of this. Adorno shows that the culture industry uses 
television to propagate certain kinds of ideology. Though it worked overtly on the 
surface, he argues that it also operated covertly on many other levels. He argues that the 
consensus the culture industry propagates strengthens ―blind, opaque faith‖ (1991: 91). 
He further argues that ―rigid institutionalisation transforms modern mass media into a 
medium of undreamed of psychological control‖ (138). I shall demonstrate that the 
speaker of the poem shares Adorno‘s view regarding the increasing levels of influence 
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that television has on its spectators. This poem also asserts that television gives a false 
sense of pleasure which then allows people to accept their suffering and to forget 
thoughts of resistance.  
 Lynn Spigel and Martin Curtin observe that by 1960 ―just twenty years after the 
networks began to offer complete prime time schedules roughly eighty nine percent of 
the population had at least one television set‖ (1997: 2).47 Spigel and Curtin state that 
by this time ―television was the country‘s dominant form of entertainment and 
information‖ (2). Because of its capacity to be such an influential force, television 
became a site where struggles over representation took place (2), and where certain 
ideologies were reproduced. Robert Ferguson notes that ―‗ideology‘ is not directly 
visible, but can only be experienced and/or comprehended‖ (1998: 43).48 The 
understanding of how ideology functions is crucial in negotiating artefacts of cultural 
importance such as the poem, ―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised.‖ Douglas 
Kellner argues that ―for cultural studies, the concept of ideology is of central 
importance, for dominant ideologies serve to reproduce social relations of domination 
and subordination‖ (1995: 7).49 Ferguson believes that in cultural arenas the upper class 
is celebrated by ideologies of class; women are portrayed in a sexist manner by 
ideologies of gender, while ―racist ideologies‖ affect ―people of colour and various 
minorities‖ (1995: 7). Central to this are institutions like the media ―since they are, by 
definition, part of the dominant means of ideological production‖ (1995: 20) notes 
Stuart Hall.50 He argues that amongst all other kinds of ideology, the media is most 
influential in manufacturing ―a definition of what race is, what meaning the image of 
race carries, and what the problem of race is understood to be‖ (21). ―The Revolution 
Will Not Be Televised‖ attempts to illustrate the manner in which this ideological 
construction of race operates in America and uses this as a justification for the necessity 
of revolt.                      
Curtin and Spigel suggest that ―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised‖ 
―assured the nation that television was a medium of hopeless consensus, aimed at the 
white majority and suited only to reproducing the lacklustre shop-a-day world of happy 
homebodies‖ (1997: 1). The speaker in the poem wants to show the nation how 
artificial television and all its genres are. Considering the fact that the poem was 
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released in times of racial upheaval and incited the masses to revolt, it is not a poem 
that would have aired on mainstream media. Henry Jenkins and David Thorburn argue 
that in 1968 ―a narrow pipeline controlled by corporate media was unlikely to transmit 
dissenting ideas or images‖ (2003: 12).51 ―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised‖ 
would have been classified as counter culture. Jenkins and Thorburn observe that ―the 
counter culture communicated primarily through alternative media: underground 
newspapers, folk songs, posters, people‘s radio, comics‖ (2003: 12). This therefore 
highlights the speaker‘s argument that the revolution could not possibly be televised.  
 The poet was clearly affected by the events that occurred in the 1960s especially 
1968, which was a peculiarly cataclysmic year as can be seen by the numerous cultural 
and political allusions he makes. Police and the Black Panthers were involved in heated 
conflicts while, as observed by Aniko Bodroghkozy, ―one of the group‘s leaders, Huey 
Newton, is sentenced for murder‖ (1995: 413).52 In the same year Martin Luther King 
Jnr, a civil rights leader who advocated non-violent protest was assaulted in Tennessee. 
His death sparked ―violent uprisings and riots in the nation‘s black ghettos‖ (1995: 
413). Several other demonstrations occurred throughout the country that ―many 
Americans saw as a revolutionary or at least an insurrectionary situation among the 
black population‖ (1995: 413). 
 The poem denies the listener a chance to be a passive spectator when the 
revolution (of the title) occurs and begins: ―you will not be able to stay at home‖ (1970: 
l.1). This is important because it stresses the fact that the revolution will be a communal 
event and will require an active response. The speaker continues ―you will not be able 
to plug in, turn on and cop out‖ (l.2). This media exemplifies how media technology 
desensitises people and once they ―plug in‖ (l.2) and ―turn on‖ (l.2) their television they 
are easily able to ―cop out‖ (l.2). It thus gives people the chance to avoid doing things 
they ought to do. Adorno argues that shallow entertainment such as that found on 
television serves to keep people submissive, people who might otherwise be galvanised 
into action because of their dire conditions. He states that people who ―have been 
refused freedom, and its value belittled‖ (1991: 167) for extended periods end up no 
longer appreciating the concept of freedom. Adorno says: 
They need the superficial entertainment, by means of which 
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cultural conservatism patronises and humiliates them, to summon 
up the strength for work, which is required of them under the 
arrangement society which cultural conservatism defend. (167) 
 
Watching television has the effect of diminishing people‘s capacity to deal with the 
painful realities of their lives, simultaneously television shows propagate the 
dominating oppressive ideology. This also suggests that television normalises events to 
such an extent that once one begins to watch television it becomes easier to cop out. To 
elucidate his point the speaker recites, ―you will not be able to lose yourself on skag‖ 
(l.3), skag being a slang term for heroin. This is a reference to the notion that television 
and entertainment are opiates that serve to keep the masses subservient. The line also 
alludes to the massive increase in drug use among black communities in the late sixties 
and early 1970s. You will not be able ―to skip out during the commercial for beer / 
because the revolution will not be televised‖ (ll.4, 5), which might suggest that the 
revolution is not something that can be cut into neat little segments to accommodate 
advertising. This is a significant statement as it demonstrates an awareness that 
advertising can at times influence the actual content of the show. Commercials are one 
of capitalism‘s most overt tools. Jenkins and Thorburn state that ―some left intellectuals 
have cast capitalism as an irresistible force and media consumption as its most powerful 
tool for manufacturing consent‖ (2003: 9). The poet wants the audience to be aware that 
when the revolution happens they will not be able to watch television, the tool that 
made them accept their place on the margins of society in the first place.  
 The poem talks about two kinds of revolution, one based on class and the other 
on race. Addressing issues of class the poem reminds us that ―the revolution will not be 
brought to you by Xerox‖ (l.7). The ideologies of the ruling class become the dominant 
ones because those in power have the ability to impose their ideologies as they enforce 
the law. Karl Marx argues:  
The class which has the means of material production at its 
disposal has control at the same time over the means of material 
productions, so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those 
who lack the means of mental production are subject to it. (2004: 
656)53  
 
Xerox is a successful company that thrives as a result of the way economic 
relationships are structured. The revolution being ―brought to you by Xerox‖ (l.7) 
might suggest that the revolution would be based on the ideologies that govern Xerox‘s 
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economic policies. Therefore not much change would happen. The reference to Xerox 
might also be read as a criticism of reproduction and representation in the sense that we 
access reality through a copy of a copy of a copy, sans original, and the poet warns that 
the revolution will not be duplicated and thus disseminated by a Xerox machine, but 
will be an authentic, lived experience.54  
 The poem, as highlighted above, also addresses a revolution based on ‗race.‘ 
John Downing and Charles Husband state that 
‗race‘ as a constructed social category derives its power partially 
from the social psychological dynamics of social categorisation per 
se but also from the powerful taken-for-granted legitimacy which 
race categories have acquired in their historical formulation. (2003: 
2)55 
 
This highlights the importance of observing social constructionist theories in which 
‗race‘ is not defined along biological lines but rather social ones. Downing and 
Husband importantly note that ―race categories and the meanings attached to them are 
not static‖ (2003: 3). American history is a case in point. Africans who were brought to 
America as slaves were not thought of as inherently inferior because of the colour of 
their skin. For example, as Winthrop D. Jordan notes, initially, ―English contact with 
Africans did not take place primarily in a context which prejudged the Negro as slave, 
at least not as a slave of Englishmen‖ (1999: 33).56 Yet, like in America, with time race 
became the means by which ill-treatment was justified. ‗Race thinking‘ which Downing 
and Husband define as ―a positioning of the self as superior, an accounting of the 
relationship between self and the other‖ (2003: 3) gradually appeared in America when 
white people had to find ways to justify Africans being allowed no vocation other than 
slave. Later this ‗race thinking‘ was used to justify white Americans‘ wish to keep 
America segregated and to deny the African Americans their civil rights.  
It was not until President Lyndon Baines Johnson became president in 1963, 
following John. F. Kennedy‘s assassination, that African Americans‘ dreams of 
becoming equal began to gain some ground. Ron Field records that though Johnson was 
from the South which was historically racist, he ―supported the campaign for civil 
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rights more enthusiastically than either Eisenhower or Kennedy‖ (2002: 94).57  Yet all 
the advances he had made towards the empowerment of African Americans suffered a 
severe blow when President Nixon was elected as president in 1968. Alphonso Pinkey 
notes:  
when Richard Nixon was elected president in November 1968, 
white Americans were tired of black rebellions, student 
demonstrations, and the constant stream of revolutionary rhetoric 
which had characterised much of the anti-war movement. (1975: 
208)58 
 
It appeared that white America was tired of the racial unrest that had characterised the 
1960s and Nixon‘s Republican approach appealed to them. In his campaign he 
―promised in many subtle and not so subtle ways, to reverse whatever gains blacks had 
managed to make during the height of the civil rights movement‖ (1975: 206). 
 The speaker in ―The Revolution will not be Televised,‖ highlighting his mistrust 
of Nixon, says ―the revolution will not show you pictures of Nixon / blowing a bugle 
and leading a charge by John / Mitchell, General Abrams and Spiro Agnew to eat / hog 
maws confiscated from a Harlem sanctuary‖ (ll.9 – 13). A ―bugle‖59 (ll.9, 10) reinforces 
how certain imagery can be used to elicit feelings of patriotism and nationalism. The 
period in which this poem was recited was marked by America‘s involvement the 
Vietnam War, which initially began as a conflict between the Democracy of Vietnam 
(North Vietnam) and the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam). This was the first war 
America was involved in that was shown on television. It turned into a media spectacle 
and television was used to propagate nationalism in America. In all probability, the 
Vietnam War was shown on television more readily than the conflicts of the Civil 
Rights Movement, as it was meant to elicit feelings of patriotism among all Americans, 
including black people, in the hope that they would see the Vietnamese and not the 
white government as the enemy or ‗other.‘ The media displays certain kinds of images 
and in the poem the speaker states that this revolution will not show images that are 
meant to instill feelings of patriotism. Louis Althusser in Lenin and Philosophy and 
other Essays (1971) has elucidated the workings of certain kinds of Ideological State 
Apparatus. He states that the communications apparatus crams ―every ‗citizen‘ with 
daily doses of nationalism, chauvinism, liberalism, moralism etc., by means of the 
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press, radio and television‖ (1971: 154). This poem demonstrates how doses of 
nationalism were ‗crammed‘ into every American citizen during Nixon‘s time in office. 
It does so by drawing attention to the kinds of images that will not be shown when the 
revolution happens. 
There will, for example, be no pictures of Nixon ―leading a charge by John / 
Mitchell, General Abrams and Spiro Agnew to eat / hog maws confiscated from a 
Harlem sanctuary‖ (ll.10-12). This is a reference to the measures Nixon and his cabinet 
took, aimed at reversing all the advances that African Americans were making. Ron 
Field argues that ―the civil rights movement received a major setback in 1970‖ when 
Nixon ―announced that the integration of schools would be left to the courts and that his 
administration would downgrade strong desegregation procedures‖ (2002: 99). In 
addition, in his first term of office Nixon ―set about to dismantle federal machinery 
through which many blacks had expected to improve the conditions of their lives‖ 
(Pinkey, 1975: 218). This substantiates the speaker‘s belief that Nixon and his generals 
―confiscated‖ (l.12) vital food supplies from people who found refuge in a Harlem 
sanctuary, leaving the starving to eat the lining of a pig‘s stomach and search for 
shelter. 
 While Nixon follows the Party line, other influences are at work in the media: 
―The revolution will not be brought to you by the / Schaefer Award Theatre and will 
not star Natalie / Woods and Steve McQueen or Bullwinkle and Julia‖ (ll.14-16).60 In 
the case of all represented in this catalogue, the emphasis is on media escapism, thus 
highlighting how real the revolution will be. Jonathan Flatley importantly discerns that 
―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised‖ illustrates the way ―that the dominant genres 
of television (the news, the soap opera, the commercial, the sitcom, etc.) prevent any 
oppositional political content from being represented there‖ (2002: 1).61 The speaker is 
certain that the forces he alludes to will not bring you the revolution as it is in political 
opposition to the dominant ideology. Flatley notes that in the speaker‘s view, ―the chief 
political function of television is to represent the interests of the white ruling class as 
natural and inevitable‖ (2002: 1). This attempt at valorising the interests of the white 
ruling class is manifest in the situation comedy, Julia, which was released in the 
tumultuous 1968 by NBC. Julia was particularly important as it was ―the first situation 
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comedy to feature an African American in the starring role since Amos and Andy‖ 
(Bodroghkozy, 1995: 413), a show which was considered racist. 
 The situation comedy featured Diahann Caroll who starred as a middle class 
widowed nurse. She stayed in an integrated complex with her six year old son. The 
show followed her attempts at raising her son and surviving as a widow. Bodroghkozy 
notes that it was ―heavily criticised for constructing a ‗white negro,‘ for playing it safe 
in order not to scare off white viewers, for sugar coating racial messages‖ (1995: 420). 
This show suggested that black people could be successful if they were ―white 
negro[s]‖ (1995: 420) like the main character, Julia. As Flatley recognises, ultimately 
the effect achieved was to suggest whiteness as natural and inevitable. The poem 
challenges this image in emphasising that the revolution will not be brought to the 
nation by any film actor, actress or situation comedy that is complicit in an industry not 
allowing for dissenting voices to be heard.  
 Flatley argues that the poem highlights how media distracts viewers, in an 
attempt ultimately to convert them into ―passive consumers‖ (2002: 1). The speaker, in 
challenging consumer culture, states that ―the revolution will not give your mouth sex 
appeal‖ (l.17); it will ―not get rid of the nubs‖ (l.18) and it will not ―make you look five 
pounds thinner‖ (l.19). All of these are catch phrases advertisers use to entice viewers 
to buy into the promise that the product is selling, and therefore to become ―passive 
consumers‖ (2002: 1). Flatley notes that becoming a ―passive consumer‖ (1) is a fatal 
mistake, and that ―the person whose structure of feeling is built along the experience of 
consumption is not the person who engages in radical political action‖ (1). It is apparent 
that the speaker wants to distance the revolution from inclinations towards 
consumerism as he is aware of the negative effects of the consumer culture.  
 The poem highlights the manner in which television is responsible for 
producing and propagating certain images. Referring to Willie May, the Olympic 
medallist, the speaker comments:  
there will be no pictures of you and Willie May 
pushing that shopping cart down the block on the dead run 
or trying to slide that color television into a stolen ambulance. 
(ll.21-23) 
 
Here the implication is that valid rebellions are treated in the media as mere riots and as 
excuses for people to go looting. In ―modern societies, the different media are 
especially important sites for the production, reproduction and transformation of 
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ideologies‖ (Hall, 1995: 20). Indeed so powerful is the media in producing an 
ideological stance that it can skew the representation of mass action and depict those 
involved as mere opportunists. Rebellions are often referred to as ―senseless riots 
staged by unruly mobs who revel in self-destructive violence‖ (Spigel and Curtin, 1997: 
2). This poem is an attempt to counter such biased interpretations of events. The image 
of Willie May, a successful athlete, involved in looting, suggests that African 
Americans are governed by greed.  Their struggle for civil rights would clearly be 
undermined by such depictions. Importantly the poem reminds us that when the 
revolution does happen the media will not be able to manipulate the truth as no such 
pictures will be broadcast.    
After the Voting Rights Act was passed in 1965, which allowed for more 
African Americans to vote, the number of registered African American voters increased 
dramatically. Yet despite this the speaker still seems to not have sufficient faith in the 
electoral process. He says ―NBC will not be able predict the winner at 8:32‖ (l.24), 
alluding to the trend in which news broadcasters predict the winner of the presidential 
election shortly after the elections close. This suggests that the revolution will be a 
more genuine and volatile contestation of power, and news broadcasters will not be 
able to predict its outcome. 
 This poem shows how repetition can be used to emphasize a point in oral poetry 
and rap. It has no chorus but the phrase ―the revolution will not be televised‖ is recited 
repeatedly. This has the effect of undermining the power of the media and possibly 
eliciting a collective response that the media cannot be trusted. The lines ―there will be 
no pictures of pigs shooting down / brothers in the instant replay‖ (ll.27-28) are 
repeated to reinforce the media‘s stranglehold on reporting the ‗news‘ and to illustrate 
how police brutality is ongoing and inevitable. That the term ―instant replay‖ (l.28) is 
associated with the broadcasting of sports might have the added implication that police 
brutality is portrayed on television as a sport, as a form of entertainment:  
There will be no slow motion or still life of Roy 
Wilkens strolling through Watts in a Red, Black and 
Green liberation jumpsuit that he had been saving 
for just the proper occasion. (ll.33-36) 
 
This is an important allusion to the ‗Watts Riots,‘ as they are referred to, which 
occurred in Watts, Los Angeles 1965. The unrest, as noted by Arthur Marwick, marked 
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the beginning of ―a new phase in race relations in the United States‖ (1998: 563).62 He 
establishes that many civil rights activists were anxious about the ―slow pace of civil 
rights‘ advances, and that much more profound and immediate initiatives were 
required‖ (564). Marwick notes that the unrest in Watts ―sprang from a sense of 
frustration and powerlessness, they also showed ordinary blacks, untouched for the 
most part by civil rights aspirations, taking their destiny into their own hands‖ (564). 
The slums of Watts were poverty stricken and plagued by high levels of deprivation. 
The elementary schools had no cafeterias, some pupils could not afford to eat and many 
pupils had no shoes so they were not enrolled in any school.  There was also growing 
concern regarding the problem of police brutality in the community.  
In fact it has been noted that it was ―police action which initiated the Watts 
Riots‖ (Marwick, 1998: 573). After a young man, Marquette Fry, was beaten by the 
police and arrested for drunken driving on 11 August 1965, ―a crowd of two hundred 
quickly gathered and started hurling stones‖ (573). The crowd steadily grew into a 
thousand and ―the only real violence‖ began when ―twenty five squad cars came 
screaming in‖ (573). Despite the efforts of black community leaders to subdue the 
situation, the crowd spilled ―out along 103rd street, in the heart of Watts, where store 
windows were smashed and looting took place‖ (573). The violence raged on until 16 
August and the curfew that had been imposed was lifted on 17 August.  
Tallying the damage after the unrest, Marwick notes that ―altogether thirty four 
people died, six hundred buildings were destroyed or severely damaged and four 
thousand two hundred arrests were made‖ (574). The violence however brought 
significant change to the area, race relations improved and ―federal money was 
channeled into the area‖ (574). Despite all the problems that still remained, the city had 
been a catalyst for change. The city  
played a small part in the overall reworking of race relations 
which, for all the continuing inequalities, did bring blacks to a very 
different position from the one they had been in throughout the 
sixties so far. (574) 
 
This illustrates that the unrest in Watts played an important role in commanding change 
in America. Yet the poem reveals that unrest is depicted negatively in the media. The 
revolution unlike the media will not show Wilkens strolling through Watts in a suit in 
liberatory colours that he saved ―for just the proper occasion‖ (l.37). Such a depiction 
                                                 
62
 The Sixties: Cultural Revolution in Britain, France, Italy and the United States, c. 1958 – 1974 
(1998). 
28 
would suggest that the fight for equal rights is not a legitimate one and the civil rights 
leader merely wants to be filmed strolling around in his fashionably appropriate clothes.  
The revolution,  unlike popular television, will not show the individuals involved in the 
struggle for civil rights as either trying to ―slide that color television into a stolen 
ambulance‖ (l.23). The poem rescues the subjects from this kind of misrepresentation, 
noting that the revolution will not allow skewed images to be broadcast. 
Showing contempt for the dumbing down effect of television, are ―Green Acres, 
The Beverly Hillbillies, and Hooterville / Junction‖ which ―will no longer be so damned 
relevant‖ (ll.37-38). These shows are not relevant to the lives of the people who watch 
them and merely serve to distract viewers from pertinent issues that should be attended 
to. The speaker says, ―women will not care if Dick finally gets down with / Jane on 
Search for Tomorrow because Black people / will be in the street looking for a brighter 
day‖ (ll.39-41). This exemplifies Adorno‘s argument that there is no real suspense to be 
found in television shows:  
every spectator of a television mystery knows with absolute 
certainty how it is going to end. Television is but superficially 
maintained and is unlikely to have a serious effect anymore. On the 
contrary, the spectator feels on safe ground all the time. (1991: 
138) 
  
This ―safe ground‖ the viewers occupy makes them tolerate the conditions of their lives 
and this stops them from going out into the street to look ―for a brighter day‖ (l.41). Yet 
as Adorno suggests, they will not be able to find that better day on television but only 
on the street. Addressing the myth of a better day that television perpetuates, Adorno 
states: 
The concoctions of the culture industry are neither guides for a 
blissful life, nor a new art of moral responsibility, but rather 
exhortations to toe the line, behind which stands the most powerful 
interests. (1991: 91) 
 
Those with vested interests believe that they can reach the aspirations of the television 
viewers watching and following the stories and buying the products that make them 
―passive consumers‖ (2002: 1). For effective change to happen everyone in the nation 
has to be actively involved in finding a ―brighter day‖ (l.41) and it will be found in the 
streets and not on television.   
That there ―will be no highlights on the 11 o‘clock news‖ (l.42) suggests that 
normal broadcast will not be interrupted by the revolution. This refusal by the media to 
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be part of the revolution is described by Andree Robinson-Neal as an attempt at 
denying media the power to further manipulate the truth. Robinson-Neal describes the 
poem as ―an exposition on the hypocrisy of the modern world in which social change 
will occur without announcement by media that exist to disguise inequalities‖ (2006: 
1).63 In the televised revolution there will be ―no hairy armed women / liberationists‖ 
(ll.44, 45). This links African Americans‘ quest for equal rights to American women‘s 
struggle for equal rights, and suggests that the media is negatively biased towards both 
women and African Americans.  
In addition the revolution‘s ―theme song will not be written by Jim Webb, / 
Francis Scott Key, nor sung by Glen Campbell, Tom / Jones, Johnny Cash, Englebert 
Humperdink, or the Rare Earth‖ (ll.46–48). Francis Scott Key is the author of the words 
of ―The Star Spangled Banner‖ and his song elicits national patriotism. He is thus 
excluded from the revolution because it will upset the kind of patriotism that allows the 
inequality of the disenfranchised to be constantly justified. The remaining singers he 
invokes are white and enjoy varying degrees of popularity. This illustrates that the 
music industry also acts as an Ideological State Apparatus. Therefore, the singers‘ 
involvement will reduce the effectiveness of the revolution.   
The penultimate stanza is full of allusions to commercials and how they work to 
make viewers ―passive consumers‖ (2002: 1). Also, advertisements can covertly 
propagate racist views of how whiteness is superior. It is noted that ―the revolution will 
not be right back after a message / about a white tornado, white lightning, or white 
people‖ (ll.50, 51). ‗White tornado‘ alludes to the slogan of Ajax cleaning products: 
―Ajax cleans like a white tornado.‖  ‗White lightning‘ is the name of a 1950s country 
and western song by George Jones and of a psychedelic rock band. All this suggests an 
awareness of the connotations attached to whiteness and the negative ones connected 
with blackness. The poem affirms that the revolution will question and challenge these 
inherited associations of colour. In further alluding to commercials, it is made clear that 
―you will not have to worry about a dove in your / bedroom, a tiger in your tank, or the 
giant in your toilet bowl‖ (ll.52, 53). Here the poem highlights the fact that 
commercials attempt to keep people preoccupied with the objects on sale and not with 
the real problems at hand. So when the revolution happens the audience is assured that 
they will no longer have to worry about Dove Antiperspirant, Dove Deodorant Cream 
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or Esso‘s tiger.  
As highlighted by Cornelia Gräbner the poem intends ―to make listeners aware 
of their social and political situation, and persuade and convince them of the necessity 
of revolutionary change‖ (2008: 1).64 Gil Scott-Heron does this by illustrating the 
manipulative power of the media and the way in which commercials operate to create 
―passive consumers‖ (2002: 1). He importantly adds ―the revolution will put you in the 
driver‘s seat‖ (l.56) again highlighting how passivity will not be possible when the 
revolution happens. He ends by repeating that the revolution will not be televised. 
Gräbner notes that the repetitiveness of the poem gives ―space to the words while at the 
same time maintaining the fast speed of the recital‖ (2008: 1). She argues that the 
rhythms of the poem reaffirm the speaker‘s convictions that individuals need to become 
more aware of their political situation so that they can exact change and that these 
convictions ―are pronounced and captivating‖ (1).  ―The Revolution Will Not Be 
Televised‖ like Saul Williams‘s ―Black Stacey‖ highlights the injustices and lack of 
adequate representation for minorities in that era and elicits a communal response. This 
poem which is cited as an intertext in many contemporary performance poets highlights 
the power of performance poetry in inciting resistance and rebellion. 
 
1.2. Negotiating Race Politics in “Black Stacey” 
 
The potentially powerful voice of ―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised‖ is, however, 
undermined by the patriarchal ideology that it uncritically perpetuates by sidelining 
women in the revolution. Scott-Heron‘s thinking during this era is not surprising. bell 
hooks in We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (2004) states:  
Black people began to support patriarchy more as more civil rights 
were gained and the contributions black women made to the 
struggle for black liberation were no longer seen as essential and 
necessary conditions. (2004: 10) 
 
―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised‖ underplays the role or importance of women 
in struggle for liberation, by addressing his poem only to brothers (ll.1, 20, 59). Though 
Saul Williams has often cited Scott-Heron as one of his many influences, Williams‘s 
poetry does not reflect Scott-Heron‘s un-self-conscious patriarchal attitude. Williams‘s 
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poem ―Black Stacey‖ (2005)65 is an examination of the hegemonic forces that inform 
racial identities, particularly those of African Americans. The poem is essentially about 
the black male body, the manner in which it is adorned by excessive commodities, the 
way it moves, the desires, insecurities, and interactions with other people that this 
embodiment generates. The poem is significantly recited in the first person by the 
speaker. He analyses how the insecurities stemming from his blackness are 
commodified and how the insecurities manifest in various negotiations of blackness 
such as black nationalism and the role of the dancing black man who dresses ‗cool.‘  
bell hooks‘s We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (2004) and Black 
Looks: Race and Representation (1992), exploring issues relating to racial identity, will 
provide the theoretical framework for the understanding of this poem. The latter 
examines how blackness is abhorred in a white dominated society and in this text hooks 
asserts that ―internalised racism will continue to erode collective struggle for self 
determination‖ (1992: 18). The former focuses mainly on how negative racist and sexist 
stereotypes of blackness adversely affect black men. It analyses the varied ways in 
which black men attempt to negotiate their racial identity. hooks‘s analysis of black 
men‘s rage and their propensity ‗to be cool‘ supplements Saul Williams‘s narrative 
about the difficulties of growing up as a black male and constantly being told he is too 
black. 
Saul Williams‘s poetry is important as it illustrates how contemporary 
performance poetry, although influenced by poets from the 1970s, like Gil Scott-Heron, 
offers a rather different perspective on the race problem. While Scott-Heron asserts that 
it is the media and the ruling class that are the problem and that they are responsible for 
perpetuating racist ideology, Saul Williams, like many contemporary performance 
poets, is aware of how the hegemonic forces at play are perpetuated. Williams‘s poem 
illustrates that racist ideology has been internalised by black people to such an extent 
that black people see themselves as inherently inferior.  
Saul Williams is the quintessential hybrid subject. Mark Edwards describes Saul 
Williams as ―a poet, rapper, singer and songwriter, equally respected and acclaimed in 
the worlds of poetry and hip-hop‖ (2005: 22).66 He also has a degree in Drama, which is 
manifest in his poetry performances. Describing his first poetic performance, Williams 
states that during a hiking trip in Seattle he wrote a poem called ―Amethyst Rock‖ 
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whilst sitting on a mountain top. He flew back to New York and while wandering 
around Brooklyn ―he saw a cafe with steam all over the window. He walked in and 
found that an open-mic poetry night was in progress‖ (22). Williams noticed that most 
of the poets were ―all really tentative and timid‖ (22). Knowing that he had memorised 
his poem, ―Amethyst Rock‖ and spurned on by the fact that he was in ―graduate school 
for acting‖ (22) he went on stage and began to perform his poetry in an animated way. 
After he got off ‗stage‘: 
An audience member approached him and offered him a support 
slot at a Gil Scott-Heron show. Someone else asked him to open up 
for Allen Ginsberg at a reading at NYU. Before the evening was 
out, he had also been asked to support the Roots at a future New 
York gig, and to open for KRS-1 and the Fugees at a Rock Against 
Racism event in Union Square. (22) 
 
The above sequence of events illustrates that in performance poetry the manner in 
which the poetry is performed is just as important as the message conveyed. His 
efficacy in the performance poetry arena could be a result of his degree in Drama as 
well as his profound insight that is partly a result of his degree in Philosophy. This little 
incident also exemplifies the hybrid nature of performance poetry.  
Although Williams essentially describes ―Amethyst Rock‖ as a poem, he is, as a 
result of that initial performance, automatically aligned with a variety of artists such as 
the poets, Gil Scott-Heron and Allen Ginsberg, as well as rappers, The Roots, KRS-1 
and The Fugees. Nancy Morkel has noted that despite Williams‘s hip-hop influence it 
does not ―fall in the category of ‗rap‘ music which is the chief vocal and linguistic 
proponent of hip-hop discourse‖ (2003: 11).67 She states that what sets his work apart 
from common rap music is that it ―is less reliant on the musical accompaniment‖ (11) 
and that it emphasises ―the linguistic dynamics of the piece‖ (11). Though Williams‘s 
second self-titled album does have more musical accompaniment than his first album, 
Amethyst Rock Star (2001) it still places emphasis on the lyrical content.  ―Annoyed by 
the lack of airplay for Amethyst Rock Star, Williams has embraced more conventional 
song writing structures‖ (2005:1), notes Edwards. Arguably, Saul Williams believed 
that conventional ways of song writing and attaching more music to his lyrics would 
ensure that his second album, Saul Williams, would receive more airplay. ―Black 
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Stacey‖ is recited and at times sung to limited musical accompaniment.68 Certain 
performance poets can potentially have their message tamed once they attempt to 
appeal to mainstream audience but Saul William‘s self-titled album is just as subversive 
as his first album. Though the album has a backing track, Saul Williams frequently opts 
to recite/sing ―Black Stacey,‖ a capella when he performs the poem. Thus he is aware 
that the music might potentially detract from the actual message that he is trying to 
convey.  
When asked about ―Black Stacey,‖ Williams states that it was a ―childhood tale 
of being told he was too black by lighter-skinned friends‖:  
It was always in jest, but as I grew up, I realised that I had 
internalised these things. It didn't help that my idol was Michael 
Jackson, who was getting lighter by the minute. It's the most 
personal thing I've written, the most cathartic. (2003: 1) 
 
I will show, in an analysis of the poem, the ways in which it offers an effective 
response to the hegemonic forces that compel Williams to hate his blackness. In 
addition I will assess its cathartic effect not only for Williams but for many black 
people who have been socialised to despise and resent their difference. Rita Dandridge 
observes that ―beauty is culturally defined, and in white dominated American culture, 
the definition of beauty is certainly disadvantageous to blacks‖ (1997: 122).69 This 
poem illustrates how individuals who do not fit into the white-defined standard of 
beauty are compelled to feel inadequate. The poem is divided into three parts by a 
chorus that vehemently stresses that the speaker is too black. The first part addresses 
the taunting that began when he was in school and how he was afraid to approach girls 
he liked because of his complexion. The second part analyses his militant response 
spurred by black nationalism and the last part addresses ―ballers‖ (2005: l.66) and 
―players‖ (l.66) who he believes try and cover up their insecurities with fancy chains 
and material possessions. 
Saul Williams self-reflectively examines the manner in which he used to 
objectify women and begins the poem as follows: 
I used to hump my pillow at night 
The type of silent prayer to make myself prepare for the light. 
Me and my cousin Duce used to rate the girls between one and ten 
and the highest number got to be my pillow‘s pretend. (ll.1-4) 
                                                 
68
   Similarly ―The Revolution Will Not Be Televised‖ was first released in 1970 accompanied only by 
congas and bongo drums. Then it was again released in 1971, this time with a full band. 
69
 ―Debunking the Beauty Myth with Black Pop Culture in Terry McMillan‘s Waiting to Exhale‖ (1997: 
121–133). 
34 
 
This could be dismissed as just adolescent masturbation but the speaker, aware of the 
damaging effects of such objectification, states ―now I apologise to every high ranker‖ 
(l.5). Saul Williams has always been critical of hip-hop culture and its misogynistic 
tendencies and these lines might be an indictment of the industry that objectifies 
women so that their bodies can serve the needs and desires of men.   
The poem shows that the black body is a site where identities are constantly 
struggled over, recording how ―we joked around and I know that you thought I dressed 
cool‖ (l.8). The girl to whom the first part is addressed thinks the speaker dresses ‗cool‘ 
but he explains that he was merely over-compensating. He says: ―I was just covering up 
/ all the insecurities that came bubbling up‖ (ll.9,10). The constant struggle that persists 
in relation to the body is exemplified in the admission that bodily shame ―kept bubbling 
up‖ (l.10). This might suggest that he tries to restrain and cover up his insecurities but 
unless they are dealt with adequately they will keep emerging. Dandridge defines the 
beauty myth as one ―that postulates that there is one universal standard for beauty‖ 
(1997: 122). She, however, applies the beauty myth to women. I believe that it is 
equally as damaging to men who do not fit the ―universal standard‖ (122) of attraction. 
The myth is seen as a ―Eurocentric aesthetic‖ assigning ―beauty‖ to those who have 
white features, such as ―white skin, blond hair, blue eyes‖ (122). Therefore people with 
dark brown skin, thick black hair and brown eyes, are made to feel ugly and inadequate. 
The speaker admits ―my complexion had me stuck in an emotional rut‖ (l.11). His 
attitude towards his complexion compels him to cover up with flamboyant clothes. He 
states that he was ―Black Stacey / in polka dots and paisley / a double goose and bally 
shoes‖ (ll.23-25). The flamboyant clothes could also be an effort by the speaker to align 
himself with the myth. Dandridge notes individuals who are associated with the myth 
are celebrated in media and shown to ―wear the latest fashions, drive expensive 
automobiles, and reside in luxurious homes‖ (1997: 122). Thus the speaker assumes 
that by dressing ‗cool‘ he will be associated with the myth, and that his chances with 
the girl would be increased by the fact that he is ―dressed cool.‖  
 Illustrating that the way other people‘s perceptions of him have influenced the 
way he sees himself, the speaker first says ―they say you are too black‖ (l.14), then, ―I 
think I‘m too black‖ (l.15) and subsequently asks: ―mom do you think I‘m too black?‖ 
(l.16). If his mother had helped him create a better self image his problem might have 
been alleviated but his mother seems to have also bought into the beauty myth and only 
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verifies his insecurities by her silence. That he repeats three times the fact that he thinks 
he is ―too black,‖ stresses the pain that being black means in racist societies. The poem 
highlights how important the act of naming is in the process of personal development. 
He says ―they called me Black Stacey‖ (l.21). For the speaker this is clearly not a 
positive thing as the word ‗black‘ in his society has become loaded with so many 
negative connotations as a result of the hegemonic forces of white supremacist 
ideologies.70 bell hooks notes:  
Despite civil rights struggle, the 1960s black power movement, 
and the power of slogans like ‗black is beautiful‘, masses of black 
people continue to be socialised via mass media and non-
progressive educational systems to internalise white supremacist 
thoughts and values. (1992: 18) 
 
The speaker acknowledges that he has internalised all the hatred that is directed at his 
blackness. He says ―I never got to be myself 'cause to / myself I always was Black 
Stacey‖ (ll.22-23). Molefi Asante argues that ―naming becomes a creative act‖ (1987: 
73). He observes that it is ―a productive architectonic act in personal development‖ 
(1987: 73). But as the speaker in ―Black Stacey‖ highlights, it can at times be a counter-
productive act. Being called ―Black Stacey‖ (l.23) does not help him reach his full 
potential. He is trapped by the shaming that the label generates. He is unable to be 
himself because of the label. He castigates the people who named him Black Stacey 
when he says ―you thought it wouldn't phase me / but it did 'cause I was just a kid‖ 
(ll.32-33). He illustrates that being called derogatory names from a young age because 
of his complexion socialised him into believing that he was inadequate and that his 
black body was capable only of dressing and dancing well. This is highlighted when he 
notes that he ―got the dances at the party‖ (l.30), but not the love and respect he needed.  
 Further highlighting how socialisation can affect self-perception, the text reads: 
―I used to use bleaching creme, / ‗til Madame CJ Walker walked into my dreams‖ 
(ll.34–35). This again exemplifies Dandridge‘s argument that beauty is culturally 
defined and that in a predominantly white culture this definition is psychologically 
damaging for black people. Madame CJ Walker is a popular but controversial figure in 
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American history. Jessica McElnath states that ―in the early 1900s Madame CJ Walker 
was one of the most well known blacks of the time‖ (2009: 1).71 She is described as 
being the first female black millionaire having ―made her fortune by inventing hair 
products that were suited for black hair‖ (2009: 1). She introduced hair products that 
encouraged African Americans to wash their hair only once a week (in order to deal 
with hair loss). She also paradoxically helped in the fight to introduce legislation that 
declared lynching a federal crime.  
Walker is a curious figure. Her exemplary political acts are at odds with her 
social conditioning, which led her to sell hair straightening and skin-lightening creams. 
These products were and still are seen as tools meant to make black people ‗more 
white‘ and they are therefore loaded with racial politics. The sale of such products 
helped Walker attain gross material wealth. She therefore gained money from products 
that villified blackness and celebrated whiteness. hooks notes that:  
As long as black folks are taught that the only way we can gain any 
degree of economic self sufficiency or be materially privileged is 
by first rejecting blackness, our history and culture, then there will 
always be a crisis in black identity. (1992: 18) 
 
Williams is aware of this kind of ―commercial materialism that supports the beauty 
myth‖ (1997: 12). He is conscious of the entire system that sustains Black Stacey‘s 
insecurities. Thus importantly the past tense is used; ―I used to‖ (l.34). This  underlines 
that he no longer sustains a system that promotes damaging myths about beauty. 
That Madame CJ Walker should walk ‗into his dream‘ alludes to Walker‘s 
apparent dream that inspired her empire. She claimed to ―have built her company on an 
actual dream where a large black man appeared to her and gave her a formula for 
curing baldness‖ (2009: 1). Walker‘s dream was significant and changed the rest of her 
life while the speaker uses bleaching crème until she walks into his dream. Therefore 
the dream also changes his life as it is at that point that the speaker realises the 
ramifications of using the crème. It is significant that his dream of Madame CJ Walker 
is linked to his dream of ―being complimented by‖ (l.36) the girl whom he is 
addressing. This part of the poem reflects the danger of the mulatto hypothesis. 
Dandridge defines the hypothesis as the ―damaging premise that African Americans 
with light skin and ‗good hair‘ are more attractive and desirable‖ (1997: 126). The 
speaker dreams of being complimented by her but possibly because of the prevailing 
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mulatto hypothesis, he realises ―the only black thing‖ (l.37) she likes are his shoes. So, 
wishing to be more desirable to her he uses bleaching crème, but no matter how much 
he uses, he will always be ―too black‖ (l.19). This reinforces the contractedness of 
racial categorisation. Aware of the effects the mulatto hypothesis he can now 
―apologise for bottling up / all the little things you said that warped my head and my 
gut‖ (ll.38-39). 
 After apologising for bottling up, he admonishes the girl for bragging ―about the 
fact that [her] great grand / mother was raped by [her] slave master‖ (ll.41-42). This 
phrase is not recited in the same way that the rest of the poem is. It is said in one breath, 
as if it is something urgent and unstoppable, and as if it is a terrible secret that the 
speaker wants to release. It has the effect of demonstrating that contemporary race 
politics cannot be divorced from history. An extract from Alexander Crummel‘s 
address before the Freedman‘s Aid Society in 1883 is quoted by hooks. Crummel 
describes ―the fate of black women‖ (In hooks. 2004: 5) as awful. He states that ―her 
entire experience from the day she first landed, a naked victim of the slave trade, has 
been degradation in its extremist form‖ (In hooks. 2004: 5). The black woman‘s body 
was made to always serve the needs and desires of others, whether as a labourer, wet 
nurse or as a sexual object. In the worst instances she was raped under atrocious 
conditions by her slave master. hooks notes that ―if black women were raped in slavery 
it was because they were licentious and seductive, or so white men told themselves‖ 
(2004: 68). Yet despite these horrifying incidents the descendants and products of the 
rape now ―brag about the fact that‖ (l.41) their light skin, now the signifier of 
superiority, is a result of their great grandmother‘s rape. Due to the damaging effects of 
the mulatto hypothesis, their light skin and close-to-white features have made them the 
embodiment of beauty, to such an extent that the speaker dreams of her and she is 
highly ranked when the girls are rated ―between one and ten‖ (l.3). This demonstrates 
how both the speaker and the girl have both been adversely affected by the mulatto 
hypothesis.  
 As a result of all the anger at realising how African Americans have assimilated 
and now perpetuate white supremacist ideologies, he admits that he ―became militant 
too‖ (l.43) so that he could show that ―on every level‖ (l.44) he was ―blacker than you‖ 
(l.44). Black Nationalist ideology helped generations of black people to love the 
blackness they were taught to despise as they pushed power messages like ‗black is 
beautiful.‘ Yet despite black nationalism‘s creation of a sense of self-worth in black 
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individuals who are otherwise saturated in a white dominated society that abhors 
blackness, it might nonetheless be seen as a limited response to racism. Russell Potter 
observes that ―many black nationalist groups, for all their seeming radicality, are 
founded upon tremendously conservative notions of racial identity‖ (1995: 135), 
notions that do not take cognisance of the heterogeneous nature of racial identity.72 
Such essentialism is as limiting as the very notions of racial superiority that its 
proponents are at pains to oppose. Though an essentialist black nationalism has 
successfully been deployed as a coping mechanism in communities struggling to find 
positive connotations to blackness, hooks believes that ―when young black people 
mouth 1960s nationalist rhetoric, don kente cloth‖ and the rest of paraphernalia 
associated with the black nationalist movement, ―they expose the way meaningless 
commodification strips these signs of political integrity and meaning, denying the 
possibility that they can serve as a catalyst for political action‖ (1992: 33). The speaker 
appears to have mouthed the 1960s nationalist rhetoric and dresses the part ―in three 
quarter elephant goose with the fur‖ (l.46). He however, illustrates how inadequate this 
particular response is to the insecurities he is made to feel about the colour of his skin. 
By commodifying his blackness he has, as hooks argues, undermined the signs of 
―political integrity and meaning.‖ He is merely playing the part and therefore denies the 
possibility that the signs ―can serve as a catalyst for political action.‖  
 Two individuals who were active in the civil rights movement are invoked in 
the poem: ―Malcolm X and Assata Shakur‖ (l.45). It is important that he refers to these 
two specific individuals as they are slightly different from other recognisable civil 
rights activists of the 1960s. Malcolm X‘s career in the civil rights movement was 
initially marked by anti-white rhetoric that created false binaries between white and 
black people. He used to call white people ‗blue-eyed devils‘ but his approach 
transformed with time, and hooks suggests that it was his change in perspective that 
prompted his assassination. hooks argues that ―it is no accident that just as Malcolm X 
was moving away from an anti-white black supremacist discourse to global awareness 
of neo-colonialism, linking anti-racist struggle‖ in America ―with freedom struggles 
everywhere‖ that his ―voice was silenced by state-supported black-on-black homicide‖ 
(2004: 65). He had moved away from uncritical, essentialist racial politics. hooks, 
acknowledging his newly found inspirational attitude towards race, states that Malcolm 
X more than any other black male who has come into power ―embodied black male 
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refusal to allow his identity to be defined by a system of race, gender and class 
domination‖ (2004: xiii). It is potentially the speaker‘s identification with Malcolm X 
that ultimately helps him to move beyond the confines of race that have always defined 
him as ―Black Stacey‖ (l.31). 
 The reference to Assata Shakur in the poem is also significant. As already 
noted, black people began to exclude women from playing an active role in the civil 
rights movement once the fight for civil rights had made important strides. Potter notes 
that conservative notions associated with black nationalist ideas of racial identity are 
―linked to a deep-seated patriarchal ideology‖ (1995: 135) that lays ―emphasis on the 
centrality of black male authority for moral redemption‖ (135). The speaker, by 
alluding to Assata Shakur, a powerful Black Panther member, thus highlights the vital 
role women played in the civil rights movement and suggests that she is still vital in the 
struggle for a positive black racial identity. Alluding to these powerful black leaders 
prepares the reader for the moment when he will realise that he is more than the name, 
―Black Stacey‖ (l.31) he has been given. In the following six lines he states: 
in three quarter elephant goose with the fur. 
I had the high top fade 
with the steps on the side. 
I had the two finger ring, rag top on the ride. 
I had the sheep skin, namebelt, 
Lee suit, Kangol, acid wash Vasco, chicken and waffle. (ll.44-51) 
  
Here, he again gets stuck in the image of essentialised blackness. This illustrates 
hooks‘s assertion of how ―communities of resistance are replaced by communities of 
consumption‖ (2004: 33). Despite becoming ―militant too‖ (l.43), he stills feels the 
need to dress ―cool‖ (l.8) with the ―sheep skin, name belt, kangol‖ (l.51). Reminiscent 
of the beauty myth, this notion of blackness is sustained by consumer products, and, as 
hooks has pointed out, it is merely an empty sign devoid of meaning.  
 Speaking in the present tense, he addresses the ―ballers players‖ who he stresses 
―have insecurities too‖ (l.66). In this instance synecdoche is used to represent 
basketball players or ―ballers‖ for all high flying black male sports stars. hooks notes 
that stemming from a history where black people, men in particular, were not allowed 
to have decent jobs, and even having one, were denied equal pay, the professional 
sports arena ―constituted an alternative work arena for many black men‖ (2004: 21). 
hooks notes that it is in this arena that ―gifted black male athletes, like Muhammad Ali, 
dared to forge alternative masculinities and assert a black male identity distinct from 
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the stereotype‖ (22). Yet she laments that the political power that used to be attached to 
sports stars has now been lost and diluted due to the commodification of sport. She 
asserts that the present sports arena ―has become so corrupted by the politics of 
materialist greed that it is rarely a location where an alternative masculinity rooted in 
dignity and selfhood can emerge‖ (22). Therefore the baller referred to probably only 
reinforces stereotypes that athletes like Ali tried to counter. Reflecting on how he used 
to cover up his insecurities by dressing ―cool‖ (l.8) in ―polka dots and paisley‖ (l.56) 
and in the ―Lee suit‖ (l.51), the speaker observes that they too are in the same identity 
struggle he experienced. He says you ―got some insecurities too, / that you could cover 
up, bling it up, cash in / and ching ching it up‖ (ll.66-68). The phrase ―cash in / and 
ching ching it up‖ (ll.66-68) suggests that they exploit their blackness as pain so that 
they can use it for further monetary gains. Referring to the sports stars is very important 
because in sport they use their bodies which were once associated with rape and manual 
labour. Now they are transformed into the embodiment of what hooks describes as 
―elegance and grace‖ (2004: 21). Yet this redeeming factor of sport is undermined by 
the fact that they hide and cover these bodies with meaningless commodities.  
 Sportsmen may indeed believe that they cannot be as political as Ali without 
compromising their chances of success. Like rappers who push a less radical message 
for payoffs, they ―allow themselves to be corrupted, seduced by the promise of greater 
monetary rewards and access to mainstream power‖ (2004: xvii). Instead of choosing to 
be subversive they submit to stereotypes, cover up their insecurities and ―hope no one 
will bring it up, / lock it down and string it up‖ (ll.69-70). Even though ―lock it down‖ 
(l.69) principally refers to the hope that no-one will be able to see and pinpoint his pain 
and package it, it also refers to the fact that a disproportionate number of black men are 
in American jails. hooks believes that they are in jail because of the rage and the 
pressure they feel to be cool. They are angry because of the conflicting racial identity 
politics that are prevalent in society and this rage has the potential to be dangerous. 
hooks states that it is a rage that is ―a breeding ground for the acts of violence large and 
small that ultimately do black men in‖ (2004: 60), resulting in their incarceration. 
Referring to the need to be cool, hooks notes that ―many of the destructive habits of 
black men are enacted in the name of ‗manhood‘‖ (1992: 111). In an attempt to cover 
up and hide their insecurities and pain they assert ―their ability to be ‗tough,‘ to be 
cool‖ by taking ―grave risks with their lives and others‖ (111). In the poem, the 
dangerous consequences of taking huge risks to cover up black male insecurities are 
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countered: ―or you can share your essence with us, / 'cause everything about you 
couldn't be rugged and ruff‖ (ll.71-72). This demonstrates an awareness that men do not 
want to be seen as soft or weak, hence the suggestion they are not only ―rugged and 
ruff‖ (l.72). The speaker also understands from his own perspective that repression does 
not help and only after the ―baller playas‖ (l.66) have shared their pain can they 
properly heal. 
 Again referring to the destructive habits that black men develop as coping 
mechanisms, the speaker notes ―even though you tote a glock and you're hot on the 
streets / if you dare to share your heart, we'll nod our heart to its beat‖ (ll.73, 74). They 
probably tote a ‗glock‘, which is an informal term for a gun, to hide feelings of 
vulnerability but it does little to alleviate the stereotype of aggressive black masculinity. 
hooks quotes Richard Majors:  
Perhaps black men have become so conditioned to keeping up their 
guard against oppression from the dominant white society that this 
particular attitude and behaviour represents for them their best 
safeguard against mental or physical abuse. (1992: 111) 
 
This is why the ―baller playas‖ (l.66) carry a gun. They wish to protect themselves 
physically from oppression and they ―cover up‖ (l.67) their insecurities to protect 
themselves from the mental abuse that they have suffered as a result of attitudes 
towards their blackness.  
 The difficulty of talking about the pain is stressed by the use of the word ―dare‖ 
(l.74) in the phrase ―if you dare to share your heart‖ (l.74). But the speaker comforts the 
―baller‖ (l.66), stating ―we'll nod our head to its beat‖ (l.74). The nodding alludes to 
hip-hop in the sense that when listening to a rapper the listeners nod to affirm that they 
are listening and ‗feeling‘ what they are hearing. The word ―we‖ (l.74) suggests the 
significant number of people in pain who will also be able to sympathise with the true 
―essence‖ (l.71) of the ―baller‖ (l.66). This illustrates one of rap‘s primary functions. 
Nancy Morkel has suggested that hip-hop ―was once a vehicle for social revolution and 
community development‖ (2003: 4). In this instance the poem is offering the ―baller 
playas‖ (l.66), consumed by a culture of commodification because of their insecurities 
and pain, a chance to be heard and to join a sympathetic community. 
 The poem suggests that ―you should do that, if nothing else, to prove that / a 
player like you / could keep it honest and true‖ (ll.75-77). In this instance the speaker 
changes the script dictating that to be a ―player‖ (l.76) who is ―honest and true‖ (l.77) 
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one has to take grave risks. hooks shows that the pressure to be ―true‖ (l.77) as a 
―player‖ (l.76) is very real.  She identifies the problem of black men being ―taught to 
believe that a real man is fearless, insensitive, egocentric and invulnerable (all the traits 
powerful black men have in movies)‖ (2004: 61). The poem calls for the players to 
acknowledge their pain, despite the fact that they have been conditioned as hooks notes, 
to block ―out all emotions that interfere with this ‗cool‘ pose‘‖ (2004: 61). The true and 
honest ―player‖ (l.76) would be able to make himself vulnerable and share his heart. 
This constitutes a rejection of the stereotype that expects black men to always be 
―rugged and ruff‖ (l.72). hooks notes that ―more than any other group in our society 
black males are perceived as lacking in intellectual skills [and] stereotyped via racism 
and sexism as being more body than mind‖ (2004: 33). These are the exact kinds of 
stereotypes challenged in the poem, in its attempt to suggest that the black man is not 
merely a body but also a mind and a heart. Reiterating his point, the speaker says he 
does not ―mean to call your bluff / but mothafucka that's what I do‖ (ll.78, 79). This 
demonstrates that the image the ―baller playa's‖ (l.66) adopt is a mere façade. There are 
no other instances of vulgarity in the rest of the poem so this particular use of the word 
―mothafucka‖ (l.79) is powerful and suggests that the act of denying one‘s feelings and 
insecurities is a kind of violence. Reiterating how black people have denied their pain 
in favour of accumulating material objects, he proclaims ―you got a platinum chain / 
then, son, I'm probably talking to you‖ (ll.80, 81). Yet hooks is not surprised by this 
obsession with material objects. She argues that ―a culture of domination‖ (1992: 19), 
such as the one that is prevalent in America, ―demands of all its citizens self negation‖ 
(19):  
Since black people, especially the underclass, are bombarded by 
messages that [they] have no value, are worthless, it is no wonder 
that [they] fall prey to nihilistic despair or forms of addiction that 
provide momentary escape, illusions of grandeur, and temporary 
freedom from the pain of facing reality. (19) 
 
Someone having ostentatious consumer products such ―a platinum chain‖ (l.80) is 
arguably seeking a form of momentary escape from the pain caused by the 
―insecurities‖ (l.66) that cannot be covered up. The poem highlights hooks‘s argument 
that black people fall prey to nihilism so that they can escape the pain that is attached to 
racial identity:  
you can call your gang, your posse and the rest of your crew. 
 And while you're at it get them addicts and the indigent too. 
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I plan to have a whole army by the time that I'm through 
 to load their guns with songs they haven't sung. (ll.82-85) 
 
This illustrates an awareness that addicts, gang members and indigents all share a 
common pain. The politics of racial identity hurt and scar a large portion of the 
population and that is why he will ―have a whole army by the time‖ (l.85) he is through. 
This army however is different to the one Gil Scott-Heron was referring to when he 
called his ‗brothers‘ together to aggressively oppose the media. Saul Williams realises 
that the struggle is psychological. Frantz Fanon‘s task as described in Black Skin and 
White Masks (1967) is ―to help the black man [and woman] to free himself [and herself] 
of the arsenal of complexes that has been developed by the colonial environment‖ 
(1967: 30). It appears that the speaker is committed to the same task. Realising the 
cathartic potential of music he states ―I plan to have a whole army by the time that I'm 
through / to load their guns with songs they haven't sung‖ (ll.84, 85). He believes that 
his army will load their metaphorical guns with their pain just as he did. While ―Black 
Stacey‖ is cathartic for him, as noted above, it is also therapeutic for those who hear it 
and its healing power will continue as each of them shares their pain. To do so might be 
to prevent riding ‗the victim train.‘ 
 
 1.3. Negotiating Race Identities in “Riding the Victim Train” 
 
The Holocaust in Germany and Apartheid in South Africa have often been compared, 
though the atrocities were each of a different magnitude. This is a troublesome 
comparison. Santu Mofokeng states that when the two have been compared by scholars, 
politicians and certain sections of the media, ―the result has been to obscure, to blur and 
unwittingly to trivialise the particular effects of apartheid and those of the holocaust‖ 
(2000: 1).73 Yet the comparison is crucial in understanding Lesego Rampolokeng‘s 
―Riding the Victim Train‖74 (1999). Rampolokeng has always been a controversial 
figure. Born in 1965 in Soweto, he remembers the pain of Apartheid and he used his 
poetry in Apartheid South Africa as a weapon against the regime. Yet in post-Apartheid 
South Africa he is still vocal in his criticism of current politicians.  Mark Waller states 
that many get irritated by Rampolokeng‘s ―refusal to celebrate the sentimental image of 
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the 'new' South Africa, the rainbow nation‖ (2009: 1).75 Beate-Ursula Endriss observes 
that ―to begin with Lesego Rampolokeng was celebrated primarily as a rap poet, but 
now he increasingly rejects this limited categorisation of his work‖ (2003: 1). Though 
Rampolokeng refuses to be categorised as a rap poet (because of how rap as a music 
genre has become synonymous with capitalism) his work still portrays hip-hop 
elements. ―Riding the Victim Train‖ is a rhythmic articulation of his disapproval of the 
pain and suffering of Apartheid being reduced by petty self-serving politics. It 
demonstrates that the suffering is exploited and commodified in the post-Apartheid era. 
The poem shows an awareness of the fact that Apartheid and the Holocaust cannot be 
compared and does not actually allude directly to the suffering of the Jews during the 
reign of Hitler but several allusions to the Nazis are present in the poem.  
 The poem begins by describing how the ―leper‖ (1999: l.3) that is ―cast out in 
the desert and cold‖ (l.3) is a ―blight on the site of the death staple diet‖ (l.1). The 
Oxford Dictionary (2002) defines ―blight‖ as a ―disease or fungus that withers plants‖ 
(2002: 43). In this context the word ―blight‖ suggests that the act of being a victim 
needs to be sustained and watered like a plant, but instead a ―death staple diet‖ (l.1) 
nourishes it. The founding trauma that first made one a victim has to be constantly 
revived. Dominck LaCapra notes that trauma at times ―has become an obsession or an 
occasion for rash amalgations or conflations‖ (2001: x).76 So in a space where death and 
trauma have been converted into products to be consumed, anyone that spoils the diet is 
―cast out in the desert and cold / without snout or paw in the pot of gold‖ (ll.3, 4). 
James Young notes that ―memory is never shaped in a vacuum: the motives of memory 
are never pure‖ (1993:  2).77 He further argues that ―official agencies are in a position to 
shape memory explicitly as they see fit, memory that serves a national interest‖ (3). 
This is a sentiment that is reflected in ―Riding the Victim Train.‖ It is apparent that the 
politicians have distorted memory and the politics of identity to fit their ideas of 
national interest, as well as for their own personal gain. The speaker implies that the 
leper is ostracised, left in the cold because he refuses to collude with the politicians 
who choose who gets a snout or paw in the pot of gold. The image of a pot of gold at 
the end of the rainbow is a common one. This implies that in South Africa, which has 
become popularly known as the rainbow nation, there is only a pot at the end of the 
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rainbow if one is not a ―blight on the site of the death staple diet‖ (l.1). 
 Though the leper is cast out the speaker insists that he is ―warm and sane on the 
wisdom train‖ (l.5), implying that wisdom is better than gold and that those who are on 
the victim train are neither warm nor sane. And as a result of being on the wisdom train 
the speaker affirms that he is using Apartheid terms ―beyond the boer factor in the 
kaffir sector ―(l.6). At this point the speaker illustrates that it is the recourse to inherited 
racist language that allows those with ‗snouts and paws‘ in the pot of gold to be 
successful. Flora Veit-Wild observes that:  
While discourses of identity still had a progressive, critical function 
during the colonial period, they have in the postcolonial era been 
used by the new black elites to justify and stabilise their autocratic 
power. (1997: 8)78 
 
 ―Riding the Victim Train‖ illustrates how holding onto the pain of the past has become 
a fashionable trend and those involved engage in discourses of Apartheid identity as 
they are aware that it will justify their political and financial power. 
 The poem tackles issues of identity and politics in post-Apartheid South Africa. 
LaCapra observes that ―the holocaust, slavery or apartheid, even suffering the effects of 
the atom bomb in Hiroshima or Nagasaki — can become a founding trauma‖ (2001: 
81): 
One may recognise the need for and question the founding trauma 
that typically plays a tedious ideological role, for example, in terms 
of the concept of a chosen people or a belief in one‘s privileged 
status as victim. (2001: 81) 
 
In South Africa the new black elite have made the label ‗victim‘ a political tool. 
Rampolokeng correctly questions the exploitation of their ―privileged status as victim‖ 
(81). As LaCapra points out ―‗victim‘ is not a psychological category. It is, in variable 
ways, a social, political, and ethical category‖ (2001: 79). The poem is critical of those 
who are not ―beyond the boer factor in the kaffir sector‖ (l:6). Once blackness, and the 
notion of being a kaffir, despite all of its negative connotations, was idealised in South 
Africa. One had to show one‘s racial scars to prove one‘s blackness. Yet the speaker 
counters this view stating that ―acting kaffir / is not being black‖ (ll.9-10). He is aware 
that the use of the term ‗kaffir‘ by blacks may now be used as a political tool. 
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 The US Military Dictionary (2009) defines the Third Reich as a concept 
―adopted by Adolph Hitler in the 1920s to describe the thousand-year imperium he 
intended to create‖ (2009: 1).79 It also states that: ―The First Reich (or Empire) was the 
Holy Roman Empire which existed from the time of Charlemagne to 1806‖ (1) and that 
the next German Empire is ―the Second Reich [being] the German Empire of 1871-
1918 created by Otto von Bismarck‖ (1). Recalling the popular children‘s fable, ―The 
Boy Who Cried Wolf,‖ the speaker proclaims that individuals now ―cry nazi riding 
tracks of the third reich‖ (l.11). ‗Crying Nazi‘ is seen as an inappropriate hyperbole in 
the poem. LaCapra states:  
Hyperbole enacts stylistically the fact that one is affected by excess 
and trauma, but one can be excessive in many ways, prominently 
including a penchant for blandly generalised, unearned 
judiciousness that harmonises problems and may even signal a 
numbing insensitivity to their import and implications. (2001: 35) 
 
The speaker seems to suggest that even if the individual who ‗cries Nazi‘ has genuine 
pain, it is trivialised, and so is the pain of the Jews by conflating two massive historical 
traumas. 
. The line between victim and victimiser is a thin one. In Mein Kampf (1939), 
Adolf Hitler states that ―the Jew destroys the racial foundations of [German] existence 
and thus destroys our people for all time‖ (1939: 515). He argues that ―once one 
realises the cause of the decline of the German people as the Jewish menace, the 
decline can be halted‖ (299). He legitimised his attack against the Jews with the logic 
that Jews were destroying the Aryan race. In this case being a victim served a political 
agenda. Milton Esman observes that the Afrikaners in South Africa emerged from the 
Boer war, which lasted from 1899 to 1902, ―defeated, demoralised and impoverished‖ 
(1994: 77).80 The Afrikaners fought in the war against British forces in an attempt to 
gain autonomy but their war effort was not successful. Gregory Fremont-Barnes 
observes that the Boer war ―solidified Boer attitudes about racial inequality and 
oppression‖ (2003: 90).81 Esman notes that:  
Atrocities and humiliations of the concentration camps set up by the 
British military to house displaced Boer women and children 
produced a legacy of hatred that reinforced Afrikaner nationalism 
for three generations.  (1994: 77) 
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The Afrikaners emerged from the Boer war feeling like victims and to counter this 
sense of victimhood, they began to inculcate Afrikaner nationalism which fuelled white 
supremacy. 
 The poem states that they ―back up the second coming of the groot trek‖ (l.13), 
alluding to The Great Trek of the nineteenth century. Brian Johnson-Parker notes that:  
In 1835, small groups of Dutch-speaking boer families in spanned 
their oxen, loaded their wagons and left their homes in the Southern 
and Eastern Cape regions for the great spaces north of the Orange 
River. (1987: i)82 
 
This incident would later be called the Great Trek or Groot Trek in Afrikaans. Many 
reasons are cited for The Great Trek: the settlers ―were in need of richer grazing lands‖ 
and they ―felt frightened by British policy, which seemed to favour racial equality‖ 
(1987: 7). Yet most significantly, as noted by Esman:  
To a significant fraction of the Boers the abolition of slavery in 
1834 and the possibility that blacks might aspire to equality with 
whites threatened their security and their way of life. (1994: 77) 
This and their wish to escape British rule forced them to move into the interior of South 
Africa, to the Transvaal and Orange Free State. To ―back up the second coming of the 
groot trek‖ (l.13) may mean that the descendants of Boers who participated in the 
historical Great Trek, threatened by black inhabitants claiming racial equality, will have 
to make another great trek. Similarly the new black elite are so attached to racial 
epithets that they are eagerly herding ―themselves like cattle in the colour kraal‖ (l.14) 
just as the Boers did in the Nineteenth Century. Both the black elite and the Boers of 
the Great Trek use their founding traumas to exclude and alienate others, like the leper 
in the first verse. 
 LaCapra notes that one might at times be inclined ―to focus on a given trauma 
when there may be other traumas that are more pressing‖ (2001: 171). The speaker in 
―Riding the Victim Train‖ says that ―everyone a sufferer / pretending there was never a 
Biafra / can‘t see Ethiopia for myopia‖ (ll.16-18). This may imply that South Africans 
have become so engulfed by their own trauma that they fail to see the multitudes of 
other people, particular in Africa, who are also suffering. Karl Mailer observes that in 
the Biafran war in Nigeria ―up to two million people died‖ and images ―of starving, 
stick-like children‖ were broadcast all over the world, after which, for the first time 
people became aware of ―the stark reality of the humanitarian‖ crisis in Nigeria (2002: 
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xxvi).83 Yet this pain is ignored in South Africa as people are focused on their own 
trauma. LaCapra argues:  
You may look at an earlier trauma as a way of not looking closely at 
contemporary traumas or it could be to avoid or mitigate other past 
traumas that are just coming to a fully articulate voice in the 
present. (2001: 171) 
 
Thus the new black elite ignore other atrocities as a result of their figurative ―myopia‖ 
(l.18).  It is interesting to note how the rhyming in this line reflects the circularity of the 
trauma perpetuated. 
 The speaker proclaims that they ―kick up a rat racket / they pick up a rot packet 
/ wearing skin like a wallet‖ (ll.19-21). This is why they refuse to see other traumas: 
they do not want others to capitalise on their pain the way that they have used their 
once abominable skin as a ―wallet‖ (l.21). They are aware that when other victims 
emerge they will be forced to acknowledge that their own trauma might be less pressing 
than other contemporary ones. Indeed they might then lose their ―privileged status as 
victim‖ (2001: 81). By ―riding a technic of pigment‖ (l.22) they move ―from depth to 
platitude‖ (l.22). Their capitalisation on their pigment has transformed their legitimate 
pain into a trivial mundane nonentity. Recognising that ―blood is mud we trudge‖ 
(l.27), suggests that blood does not amount to much more than mud.  
The poem then invokes affirmative action with reference to calling on ―history‖ 
to ―reverse the charges ―(l.28). Heather Jean Nel defines affirmative action as: 
A form of intervention undertaken with the express purpose of 
redressing the wrongs of previous discrimination and of promoting 
equality of opportunity for all categories of persons irrespective of 
race, gender, ethnicity, physical handicap or age. (1997: 7)84 
 
In the South African context it was introduced in an attempt to make it possible for 
everyone in society to get jobs that they would previously have been denied. Esman 
observes that: 
Since Europeans first established a tiny but permanent presence on 
the Cape Peninsula in 1652, they considered themselves the 
‗civilised‘ people, morally as well as technologically superior to the 
dark skinned natives they encountered. (1994: 76) 
 
The Europeans subsequently made slaves of the natives and used race and religion as 
justification for the manner in which the natives were treated. Affirmative action in 
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South Africa began in 1922 after white miners went on strike, inspired by communist 
ideals. Phinda Mzwake Madi observes that, to appease them, the government of that 
period introduced the ―civilised labour policy‖ which was formalised through the 
passing of the 1925 Wage Act.85 The act set up a ―hierarchy of salaries ostensibly in 
favour of white miners‖ (1999: 3). In 1926 the Mines and Works Act was introduced 
―which inter alia reserved certain jobs for whites‖ (3). 
 During Apartheid Africans were ―dispossessed of most of their lands, confined 
to native reserves, and excluded from political power‖ (87). They had no financial 
freedom and ―were reduced to the status of unskilled labourers driven by hunger and 
want to work under onerous conditions for subsistence wages in white owned mines, 
factories, farms and households‖ (87). This kind of treatment prevailed without 
significant resistance until the 1970s. The Soweto youth uprising in June 1976, which is 
addressed in Tumi Molekane‘s poem ―76‖ (2001), drew international interest and 
coverage. The message to the South African government of that time was to take ―the 
needs and aspirations of urban blacks into account‖ (97). The Soweto uprising led to 
mostly multinational companies ―enduring pressure from their respective countries to 
either disinvest from South Africa or embark on intensive black advancement 
programmes‖ (1993: 35). But the pressure did not last long and lost its impact after 
―PW Botha‘s Rubicon speech in the late eighties‖ (5). 
 In February 1990 after political prisoners were released and their parties were 
unbanned, ―very intense affirmative action activities re-emerged‖ (1993: 5). ―Riding 
the Victim Train‖ is critical of affirmative action if it is simply ―revers[ing] the 
charges‖ (l.28). Affirmative action in South Africa remains a controversial issue, 
especially when charges of ‗reverse racism‘ enter the equation. Affirmative action fails 
at times in South Africa because ―blacks are advanced in order to atone for the sins of 
the past or for public relations purposes, not because it is economically sound to do so‖ 
(1993: 8). The speaker seems to believe that trying to redress the injustices of the past 
by reversing the charges is equivalent to ―jud suss‖ (l.29). Jud Suss is known as the 
most anti-Semitic movie ever made. Juliette Peires notes that the popular film Jud Suss 
―depicted a deceitful Jew who perpetrated evil deeds‖ (2006:  59).86 Josef Goebbels, 
whom it is believed was ―a master of propaganda,‖ generally used film ―for the 
building up the spirit of German people, and for deriding those whom he wanted the 
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people to despise‖ (2006: 59). When Goebbels was creating the films he felt as though 
he was helping to build the national spirit of Germany. The speaker insinuates that the 
present introduction of affirmative action policies has the same destructive effects as 
Jud Suss though policy-makers might reason that it is ―not jud suss but the birth of a 
nation‖ (l.29). 
 There is a very thin line between having the protected status of victim and being 
the perpetrator, as Nazi Germany and the Apartheid government have illustrated, 
though they both had what they thought was a legitimate founding trauma. The speaker 
sees ―the mein kampf syndrome tak[ing] hold‖ (l.31), suggesting that everyone is 
preoccupied with what they regard as their trauma. By referring to it as a syndrome, 
which is related to illness, the suggestion is that the ‗my struggle‘ syndrome is an 
illness slowly being spread. Because of ―the mein kampf syndrome‖ each one says ―my 
pain is deeper than yours / chained to history‘s flaws‖ (ll.32-33). Multiple examples 
from history are offered, demonstrating that everyone was once a victim. This suggests 
that the current South African government could also be perpetrators of similar crimes. 
They may however be unable to see it because they are ―chained to history‘s flaws‖ and 
because of ―the mein kampf syndrome‖ (l.31). 
 Disillusionment with the establishment seems to escalate as the poem 
progresses. The statement that ―shame contained at dawn of conscience‘s end‖ (l.48) 
might signal that South Africa is reaching an impasse, having reached ―conscience‘s 
end‖ (l.48). Jenny Edkins notes: ―Witnessing violence done to others and surviving can 
seem to be as traumatic as suffering brutality oneself. Here a sense of shame is 
paramount‖ (2003: 4).87 Most of the subjects who survived the Apartheid struggle had 
probably seen violence done to others and Edkins argues that the survivor of any 
horrific event ―feels complicit in the betrayal perpetrated by others‖ (4). Participating 
―in violence oneself,‖ as many did during the Apartheid regime, ―can also evoke a 
similar shame‖ (4). The poem however suggests that instead of there being any traces 
of remorse or shame, wounds, like trophies, are ―dusted off‖ (l:49) and put on display. 
Furthermore: 
atrocity flags flown high 
causality squad on scar parade 
past afraid made present death masquerade achievement charade 
relevant rule of the moment 
tears dried out at birth. (ll.50-55) 
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The parading of scars might earn sympathy or monetary compensation and the use of 
words like ―masquerade‖ (l.52) and ―charade‖ (l.53) suggest that it is all an act 
performed according to the ―relevant rule of the moment‖ (l.54).  Jenny Edkins sees 
―the ‗Holocaust‘ [as] packaged and sold as a commodity‖ (2003: 165) and it appears 
that Rampolokeng views the atrocities of the Apartheid regime as also becoming 
commodified in the post-Apartheid era. As in the case of the Holocaust, ―a simplified 
collective memory‖ (165) of the trauma has ―been manufactured by different groups in 
the pursuit of their various political objectives‖ (165). The individuals who are 
exploiting the pain of others fly the ―atrocity flags‖ (l.50) so that they can have 
―relevant rule of the moment‖ (l.54).  
 The last part takes what Kathryn Hume refers to as a ―deliberate departure from 
reality‖ (1984: xii).88 The poem contains several mythical allusions and includes 
elements of fantasy. Hume observes that:  
Myth is often deemed to have more meaning than ordinary 
narrative, and modern literary use of old mythological stories seems 
to be based on the hope that using such stories may intensify or 
deepen the works ability to impart meaning. (1984: 186) 
 
Of the various mythological figures alluded to in the poem are gorgons and vampires. 
The speaker denounces ―gorgon stoned blind eye devil faith‖ (l.56). The gorgon is 
described as a Greek mythological ―monstrous feminine creature whose appearance 
would turn anyone who laid eyes upon it to stone‖ (Lindemans, 2004: 1).89 Lindemans 
states that ―they live in the ultimate west, near the ocean, and guard the entrance to the 
underworld‖ (2004: 1). The subjects depicted in the poem appear to have been blinded 
by the gorgons as they were on the way to the underworld because of nefarious 
dealings. There are so many who are complicit in the exploitation of old traumas that 
they all turn a ―blind eye‖ (l.56). The constant repetition of ―tears‖ (ll.55, 57) seems 
only to reduce any real feeling. 
Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde are two characters from Robert Louis Stevenson‘s novel, 
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). In the text Dr Jekyll, who 
believes that each person is composed of evil and good, attempts to isolate the two 
personalities within him. In his science laboratory he makes a potion that extracts the 
evil side of him that is incarnated in the persona of Mr Hyde. By being Mr Hyde, Dr 
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Jekyll is able to commit heinous crimes and not have to bear the burden of guilt. In 
―Riding the Victim Train,‖ ―dr Jekyll‘s back in the lab‖ (l.58) alludes to the persistent 
need to create a new scapegoat. The implication is that post-Apartheid South Africa is 
pathologically disturbed and its citizens are in deep denial.  Part of our collective 
conscience has to be repressed to sustain the Dr Jekyll appearance of normality.  
 The allusion to the vampire might be understood as an attempt to show the gross 
abuse of the subjects. Their abuse is so extreme that he can no longer see them in 
normal terms and has to employ the supernatural to contend with the new trauma. He 
proclaims that:  
vampires in hot blood might 
unleash blistering storm on tattered flesh 
rains of fire wash souls of ash  
lives to the stake 
a slice of the civilisation cake. (ll.60-64) 
 
The allusion to the vampire is a powerful one because, as observed by Ken Gelder, the 
vampire, ―represents an excessive form of capitalism‖ (1994: 19) just as the subjects of 
the poem do.90 Count Dracula, one of the most famous vampires, is described as being 
―fiercely nationalistic‖ (12) by Gelder and also being ―remorseless‖ (20). The subjects 
in the poem use their nationalism as a tool to enrich themselves and are also indeed 
remorseless, having no qualms at making the speaker a ‗leper‘ for his refusal to be co-
opted. The speaker suggests that one should be cautious and wary of these ―vampires 
―(l.60) as they ―might / unleash blistering storm on tattered flesh‖ (ll.60, 61). Richard 
Mathews views fantasy as a ―literature of liberation and subversion‖ (2002: xii).91 It is 
clear that the speaker employs fantasy in this section in an attempt to challenge the 
power wielded by the state. Edkins asserts that: 
What we call trauma can be very much influenced by dominant 
views, that is, by the state. However it is not determined by them: 
their influence, and the state structure itself, can be contested and 
challenged. (2003: 11) 
 
The speaker of the poem illustrates that trauma in South Africa has been exploited by a 
few people for their own political and personal benefits and that these people have 
influenced how trauma is seen. Yet his deployment of fantasy shows that their power is 
not absolute and can be contested in the suggestion that even if one is a leper ―without 
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snout or paw in the pot of gold‖ (l.4) there is refuge on ―the wisdom train‖ ( l.5).  
The new black elite now have the power over representations that were, as 
illustrated by ―The Revolution will not be Televised,‖ previously controlled by the 
forces behind white supremacy.  But as the poem shows their power is self-serving and 
―Riding the Victim Train‖ is critical of the people who sit in privileged positions and 
exploit the pain of the poor to their advantage. It is aware of the painful past that 
created the current situation and consoles those who have been ostracised and made 
‗lepers‘ by the few who are now in powerful positions. It does so by suggesting that it 
is better to be ―warm and sane on the wisdom train‖ (l.5) than to be associated with 
those who inappropriately exploit South Africa‘s painful history. 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have attempted to suggest that an abiding preoccupation in 
performance poetry relates to racial identity as it intersects with class. ―The Revolution 
will not be Televised‖ highlights that there are overt and covert systems at work that try 
to control media and representations of race and class. The poem, like Williams‘s 
―Black Stacey,‖ is an attempt at eliciting action against the wrongs that are done, 
though ―Black Stacey‖ is aware that the systems at work are not as simple as ―The 
Revolution will not be Televised‖ portrays them to be. ―Black Stacey‖ depicts an acute 
awareness of how the hatred that had been directed at black skin during the era of ―The 
Revolution will not be Televised‖ has now been internalised by African Americans. His 
poem is a cathartic attempt to repair the pain that was caused by the hegemonic forces 
of white supremacy. ―Riding the Victim Train‖ is aware of the pain but is critical of 
people who exploit the pain so that they can gain materially.  
Chapter One illustrates that issues of racial politics are prevalent in the poems 
but poets such as Williams and Rampolokeng are weary of creating false binaries. 
―Riding the Victim Train,‖ through the use of extensive metaphors, illustrates how the 
new black elite appropriate past traumas in order to obtain financial gains. The poems 
in Chapter Two continue this dialogue as ―Blood,‖ ―i mike what i like‖ and ―The Man 
is Gone‖ explore the greed of the new black elite and their complicity in keeping the 
underprivileged marginalised. In Chapter Two I explore how issues of race and class 
emerge in the post-colonial context.  
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Chapter Two: Issues of Race and Class 
There was a very clear line of demarcation between good and evil, 
you see? Black was good. White was bad. Your conflict was there. 
There were no gray areas (. . .) We no longer have that. In this new 
situation black is not necessarily good. There are many black culprits; 
there are many good white people. We have become normal. It‘s very 
painful to become normal. 
–  Zakes Mda 
 
Introduction 
 
Franz Fanon‘s seminal essay ―The Pitfalls of National Consciousness‖ (1967: 119-165) 
informs my analysis of the poems in this chapter. His essay lends some insight into how 
the liberation party, after the colonialists have been expelled from power, inevitably 
turn into ―petite bourgeoisie, ineffectual and unable to exact any meaningful change.‖ 
Fanon states that ―the national middle class which takes over power at the end of the 
colonial regime is an underdeveloped middle class‖ (119-120). He states that they have 
no capital and no intellect. He argues that the problem is that ―the national bourgeoisie 
of underdeveloped countries is not engaged in production, nor in invention, nor 
building, nor labour; it is completely canalised into activities of the intermediary type‖ 
(120). In addition, he suggests that they are not interested in issues of nation-building or 
in helping the poorer people; they are interested only in keeping their wealth and 
finding means to accumulate it. The poets that I analyse in this chapter are outspoken in 
their criticism of this new middle class that exploits old issues to aid their own interests. 
Fanon notes that the new middle class finds ―it impossible to set up factories that would 
be more profit earning both for themselves and for the country as a whole‖ (121). 
Instead it decides to evoke racial and national dignity in an attempt to wrest money 
from the companies that are commonly in the hands of Europeans or whites. To them 
―rationalisation quite simply means the transfer into native hands of those unfair 
advantages which are a legacy of the colonial period‖ (122). The new middle class 
simply wants to occupy the space once seen as the exclusive preserve of the former 
white colonisers and that is why they make no genuine effort to help people, instead 
using them to gain capital. 
 The problem is that ―seen through its eyes, its mission has nothing to do with 
transforming the nation, it consists prosaically, of being the transmission line between 
nation‖ and capitalism (122). In their attempt to take the jobs and businesses of 
Europeans, they utter racially charged statements like ―I will fight to the bitter-end 
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against these people who insult our dignity as people‖ (125). In their quest to gain more 
capital they will use their ―class aggressiveness to corner the positions formerly kept for 
foreigners‖ (125). They might call up a ―heroic life‖ and ―the struggles.‖ They might 
also call up the fact that they have ―led in the name of the people‖ (135) and the 
victories were achieved in the people‘s name to justify their capitalist ambitions. Their 
sense of black pride is not authentic (135) and their wish to be the ruling class does not 
―spring from an authentic movement of nationalisation but merely corresponds to an 
anxiety to place in the bourgeoisie‘s hands the power held hitherto by the foreigner‖ 
(126). It is this type of exploitation of past traumas that aggrieves the poets featured in 
this chapter. Before moving on to a particularly South African account of the 
phenomenon, I begin with an exploration of Sarah Jones‘s poem, ―Blood‖ (2001) which 
exhibits how the small middle class of Africa America is complicit in perpetuating 
racist ideologies in post-slavery America. In the South African context, I will illustrate 
how Kgafela oa Magogodi‘s poem ―i mike what i like‖ (2004) and Mxolisi Nyezwa‘s 
―The Man is Gone‖ (2000) demonstrate that issues of class are inextricably linked to 
issues of race in post-Apartheid South Africa. ―i mike what i like‖ is critical of 
politicians and the poets who praise them, whilst ―The Man is Gone‖ (2004b) subtly 
explores the effects of class dynamics in post-Apartheid South Africa.  
 
2.1. Sarah Jones Speaking Against Silences 
 
bell hooks in Killing Rage: Ending Racism (1995a) explains why expressing rage plays 
a vital role in allowing the African American individual to rid him — or herself of the 
grasp of victimisation. She clearly states that ―when we embrace victimisation, we 
surrender our rage‖ (1995a: 18), a rage that might be a productive response to 
exploitation and colonisation. She embraces her rage, stating ―my rage intensifies 
because I am not a victim‖ (18). She resents what she sees as a malaise in society that 
encourages African Americans to assume the role of victim and thus relinquish all their 
power. One of hooks‘s most salient questions is: what does African American ―rage at 
injustice mean if it can be silenced, erased by individual material comfort?‖  This is a 
question addressed in a poem entitled ―Blood‖ (1998)92 by Sarah Jones.  
Sarah Jones‘s performance of ―Blood,‖ though it is a recited poetic 
performance, contains the cadences of hip-hop in the rhythmic flow of her words, the 
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rhyme structure and the subtle beat that can be heard in the background. Russell Potter 
has noted that hip-hop is a vehicle for resistance, ―a vehicle for telling the repressed and 
suppressed histories of African American culture‖ (1995b: 116). Jones expresses her 
rage at the repressed and suppressed histories and injustices that mainstream American 
culture attempts to silence and erase.  It is a process that is very important to take 
cognisance of and as hooks observes:  
To perpetuate and maintain white supremacy, white folks have 
colonised black Americans, and a part of that colonising process 
has been teaching us to repress our rage, to never make them the 
targets of any anger we feel about racism. (1995a: 14) 
 
This analysis will illustrate how Jones attempts to speak out against such a system by 
expressing her rage at continued injustices while her fellow African Americans, as it 
will be shown, are silenced by their need for individual material comfort. Her poetry, 
which because of its rhythm and flow is considered to be part of the hip-hop culture, 
exhibits the potential power of hip-hop. To counter the reduction of hip-hop culture and 
rap music into fashionable commodity, a new movement identified as the Lyricist 
Lounge was formed. It featured prominent lyricists like Mos Def, Common and Q Tip. 
In hip-hop circles a lyricist is a rapper whose lyrics are considered to have an important 
message.  A lyricist is an individual who is more than the ordinary rapper heard on 
radio blasting out mostly misogynistic and meaningless rhymes. Most importantly the 
title ‗lyricist‘ is not used lightly. The CD collection Lyricist Lounge was created to 
celebrate the lyricists in the hip-hop industry whose messages were urgent. The rap 
music in the Lyricist Lounge albums is marked by a strong socio-political message, 
emphasising the articulation of suppressed and repressed histories. Featured on these 
albums were only two poets, Saul Williams and Sarah Jones. Sarah Jones is a young 
educated woman who is considered to be on par with many of the other lyricists in what 
is predominantly a male industry. On the CD she performs her poem ―Blood‖ to a 
mellow hip-hop beat, exhibiting the advantage of her theatrical background through her 
ability to mould and adapt her voice and tone to suit the multiple, unnamed characters 
she represents in her poem.  
The theme of slavery features in many African and African American poems 
but the theme is explored in unique ways in Jones‘s ―Blood.‖ In the poem she suggests 
that the blood spilt to build American consumerist culture is now being sold back to 
African Americans at ―special price‖ (1998: l. 83). The poem begins with the trauma of 
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slavery, describing how ―off-color corpses‖ were ―strung up from trees‖ and concludes 
in modern day America where African Americans are now so complicit in reinforcing 
the tenets of a culture that exploits them, that they are no longer able to effect any 
change (l.9). ―Blood‖ is a poem that offers resistance to consumerism that has engulfed 
American society. As Stephen Slemon suggests: 
The most important forms of resistance to any form of social 
power will be produced from within the communities that are 
most immediately and visibly subordinated by that power 
structure. (1996: 75)93 
 
Jones resists consumerist culture in her poem but she is wholly aware that the culture is 
so powerful that she is also subordinated to it, lamenting how ―they‖ make Nikes and 
Reeboks ―across the sea and sell ‘em to you and me / for fifty times their value‖ (l.6-7). 
The speaker is aware that African Americans are exploited by American consumerism 
as they are being sold shoes for fifty times their value but African Americans rarely 
speak out against this exploitation.  This mirrors an earlier silence when they did not 
speak out against the violence that occurred during the days when ―off-colour corpses‖ 
were ―strung up from trees‖ (l.9). hooks suggests that this silence is inevitable, arguing 
that African Americans were taught to be silent in order to avoid being ―strung up from 
trees‖ (l.9) during times of racial segregation. Yet though they are now free to speak, 
hooks observes that African Americans ―know that one can be exiled forever from the 
promise of economic well-being if that rage is not permanently silenced‖ (1995a: 14). It 
may therefore be argued that African Americans choose to remain silent so that they 
can maintain a lifestyle that will enable them to keep buying overpriced Nikes and 
Reeboks. 
The beginning of the poem makes the audience aware of the feet that cannot fit 
into Nikes or Reeboks. They are not strong or sturdy, and they ―slip and slide in spilled 
lakes of black blood‖ (l.2). An oral poet in the African tradition always had to have a 
grasp of history.  Similarly, the speaker shows a profound grasp of the reproductivity of 
the cruel American history of slavery and that one cannot easily escape one‘s history. 
Therefore though African Americans in contemporary America attempt to walk away 
from the cruel history, the feet can only ―slip and slide‖ (l.2) on ―back roads marked 
with rusted dead-end signs‖ (l.3). This might suggest that African Americans, because 
of their traumatic history, and their inability to express their rage, will continue to travel 
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the back roads of society which are neglected and ―rusted‖ (l.3). Their progress is 
seemingly impossible as they are guided on their journey only by ―dead-end signs‖ 
(l.3).  Indeed, they can see that they have no future but the speaker of the poem offers 
the possibility of rebellion because the feet are bigger than the brands that consumerist 
culture attempts to make them ―fit into‖ (l.3). The speaker states that ―none of them 
[these expensive brand name shoes] can hold the blood‖ (l.3).  This black blood that has 
been depicted historically as a source of shame in racist discourse is shown by the 
speaker to be a life force to be reclaimed, a life force much greater than consumerist 
culture. 
Potter observes that history plays an important role in hip-hop culture. He states 
that hip-hop fights its battle on both fronts, ―making insurrections against both the 
homogenized past and the safety-coated present‖ (1995b: 118). The ugly history of 
lynching is explored in ―Blood,‖ in the description of the ways in which bodies were 
strung up like ―drying figs or, hanging potpourri‖ (l.10), and thus in the crass dismissal 
of the violence of lynching as merely something that the white Americans thought was 
necessary to ―sweeten scenes of Southern gallantry‖ (l.11). Thus the poem resists the 
amnesia that characterises post-traumatic defences against what Toni Morrison has 
termed ―rememory‖ (1997: 93).  
The poem, like ―Black Stacey,‖ resists consumerist culture and its 
manufacturing and marketing of images premised on Western notions of beauty which 
have the effect of creating an inferiority complex in African Americans, making them 
feel inadequate. The pre-eminence of Western culture has resulted in African 
Americans‘ assimilating these attitudes and thus they use irons that were once used to 
brand ―marks‖ on ―black butts‖ (l.16) for ―pressing and curling naps / yanked straight‖ 
(ll.16-17). ―Naps‖ (l.16) or nappy hair is a derogatory term for black hair because of its 
woollen texture. That the branding irons of slavery have been replaced with ―relaxers, 
weaves and pink lotion‖ (l.18) to straighten nappy hair, suggests that one kind of 
enslavement has simply been replaced by another, although the question of the 
perpetrator responsible for the crime, is now not so easy to discern.  So complete is the 
assimilation of white values that the enemy is now as much within, as out there.  And 
that is what the speaker is asking African Americans to consider: the extent to which 
they have become complicit in perpetuating the crime of branding and buying brands. 
She is clearly exhibiting how the western consumerist culture continues to benefit from 
the insecurities already implanted in African Americans. 
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The speaker changes her accent to mimic the Queen‘s English for the next part 
of the poem where she performs the part of an auctioneer trying to sell off black slaves. 
Again she refers to the act of branding in her reference to the legacy bequeathed to 
future generations of African Americans: ―branding irons children‖ (l.19). The 
reference to ‗children‘ reinforces the diminutive implications and the lack of 
development inflicted by oppression and the white master initially, and perpetuated by 
a mindless pursuit of capitalist commodities thereafter. The phrase also shows how 
disastrous the whole concept of branding has been for African Americans and 
simultaneously illustrates their willingness to brand themselves, as exhibited when the 
speaker fast forwards to ―Calvin Klein‖ (l.27) and ―modern ownership tags for black 
behinds / courtesy of Ralph Lauren‖ (ll.28-29).  
However, despite the criticism of African American‘s complicity in 
perpetuating the legacy of branding, albeit it differently, the poem justifiably does not 
vindicate ―the white folks‖ (l.36) who are guilty of exploiting the African American‘s 
neo-branding propensity, thus suggesting that consumerist culture is a complicated 
system that tries to lure the African American with ―material possessions‖ (l.37). hooks 
argues that white supremacy was maintained after slavery was abolished through 
institutionalised racism, through Ideological State Apparatuses, such as schools, 
churches and media. The idea of the African American as an inferior subject was spread 
covertly throughout white and African American society creating a deeper and 
thorough inferiority complex in African Americans. hooks states that ―this strategy of 
colonialism needed no country, for the space it sought to own and conquer was the 
minds of whites and blacks‖ (1995a: 111). This more complicated strategy of 
colonialism is harder to resist than overt slavery as its source is harder to locate. 
 ―Blood,‖ like ―The Revolution will not be Televised,‖ reflects how mass media 
and especially television constitute a major aspect of Ideological State Apparatus which 
create and perpetuate the inferiority complex of African Americans. hooks states that 
when television was first invented many black people because of their economic 
situation could not afford TVs so ―they did not have time to consume representations of 
whiteness all day long‖ (1995a: 111). They also did not wish to imbibe white values or 
mimic white culture because many of them did not have close relations or interactions 
with white people. However, when there were televisions in every household, it became 
easier for white representations of beauty to proliferate. Since there is a television in 
almost every household, as the speaker suggests, television can keep African 
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Americans ―preoccupied from what [they] wear to what [they] drive‖ (l. 38). hooks 
would agree and notes that:  
By demanding that black people repress and annihilate [their] rage 
to assimilate, to reap the benefits of material privilege in white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchal culture, white folks urge [them] 
to remain complicit with their efforts to colonise, oppress and 
exploit. (1995a: 16) 
 
African Americans are taught by media and other Ideological State Apparatuses that to 
live a life of privilege means to deny and forget their rage over past injustices. As the 
speaker in Jones‘s poem asserts, because of the covert indoctrination of African 
Americans, ―the white folks figure / ain't no questions for a nigga / that material 
possessions can‘t answer‖ (ll.36-38). 
Related to hooks‘s reading of the consequence of repressed rage are other kinds 
of repressions and omissions.  The speaker points out that people are so preoccupied 
with capitalistic endeavours that they are unable to console their mothers dying from 
cancer. It may be argued that the reference to cancer in this poem reinforces the illness 
that the speaker appears to associate with consumerism.  And if it is not cancer that 
kills, it is selfishness and ―low self esteem‖ (l.40) which they believe they can cure by 
the steady accumulation of commodities such as ―Euro-trash jeans‖ (l.40) or ―Donna 
Karan‖ and ―Hennessey‖ (l.41). She mourns the African Americans whose beings have 
been engulfed by the cancer of consumerism to such an extent that they even ―toast 
covert white supremacy‖ (l.41). This trend of hiding low self-esteem behind brands 
epitomises hooks‘s observation that ―black people who have the opportunity to further‖ 
their own ―economic status willingly surrender‖ their rage (1995a:16). The speaker 
believes that African Americans need to be enraged by the fact that their mothers are 
dying of cancer and should be enraged by covert white supremacy. However white 
supremacy is so insidious that they do not even realise who they are toasting, 
celebrating, or congratulating.  
In the last half of her poem the speaker describes the violence still common in 
America, and how blood ―sprays and spills in buckets / soaks and stains the nightly 
news‖ (ll.50-51). Yet all the blood being spewed on television news is unnoticed and 
goes uncontested because most African Americans are preoccupied with material 
possessions while the rest of America thinks ―fuck it, a colored life still aint worth but a 
few ducats‖ (l.52). The use of the word ―still‖ here  suggests that not much has changed 
since ―off-color corpses‖ were being ―strung up from trees‖ (l.9). Whereas the lifeblood 
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of the people was squeezed out literally through violent acts of lynching in America‘s 
past, in America‘s present, the lifeblood of the people is squeezed out metaphorically 
by consumerism which empties them of their humanity.   
This de-sensitization is reinforced in media representations of violence in 
African American communities and how their death is regarded as a non-event. The 
speaker recites that African Americans are:  
pumping the thickest blood on the planet 
while [they] take it for granted that 
more Selma churches won't be bombed 
more bullet riddled bodies won't be embalmed 
Another cop won't commit murder, turn around and get a raise 
while [they are] pickin over the racks 
from white owned Doctor Jay's. (ll. 68-72) 
 
This segment exhibits the extent to which African Americans are consumed by 
capitalism.  They do not notice all the violence that is ―still‖ happening around them 
(l.52). The speaker is suggesting that the violence occurring around them is similar to 
the violence that occurred during slavery but they are unable to see it as they assume 
that they are free and they ―take it for granted that‖ (l.68) slavery will never happen 
again. Yet the speaker‘s cataloguing of racial violence (l.52) in America proves that she 
believes otherwise. All the crimes she mentions are racially motivated. As Jane Fritch 
observes: ―Four New York City police officers were acquitted of all charges in the 
death of Amadou Diallo, the immigrant from Guinea who was fired 41 times as he 
stood, unarmed, in the vestibule of his apartment building in the Bronx‖ (2000: 1).94 
Heather MacDonald notes that in 1991 the Rodney King videotape was broadcast 
around the world showing ―three L.A. cops beating the struggling Rodney King in 
March 1991.‖95 He had led the police on a car chase after they tried to stop him for 
speeding. This tape of King‘s brutal beating was watched by many people, and the 
public was lead to believe that he was threatening white lives so his assault was 
justified. hooks states:  
Television does not hold white people responsible for white 
supremacy; it socialises them to believe that subjugation and 
subordination of black people by all means necessary is essential 
for the maintenance of law and order. (1995a: 112) 
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Rodney King‘s beating and the death of Amadou Diallo was justified to the white 
people in the sense that they believed it was in the name of maintaining law and order. 
African Americans were so preoccupied with maintaining and obtaining material 
privilege that they kept silent. Instead of expressing rage at the deaths they were busy 
―pickin‘ over the racks from white owned Doctor Jay's / to Modell's Macy's, and Saks‖ 
(ll.72-73), with the word ―pickin‘‖ insinuating that they are no better than the slaves 
―pickin‘‖ cotton on the plantations. 
The speaker is vehemently angry at the white consumerist system and angrier at 
African Americans who she believes have been silent just so that they can forget the 
pain and live a privileged life at the expense of many African Americans who died 
because of the colour of their skin. She sarcastically recites:  
they think we aint never gonna change our ways 
and finally answer back 
Nawsuh, I‘se don't want to wear yo' britches 
Nawsuh, I‘se don't want to grant yo' wishes.(ll.74-77) 
 
The speaker mimics the language of a slave, with the implication that slave mentality 
has not been eradicated. She also suggests that too much of African American culture 
has been lost and that African Americans ―continue to hide‖ (l.78) in white American 
shoes and clothes and what the speaker, turning the tide, refers to as their ―savage 
traditions‖ (l.80). At this point the speaker turns her rage towards white American 
culture, describing it in precisely the same terms that have been used to indict African 
American culture, that is, ―savage‖ (l.80). The poem shows how white culture 
―extinguished‖ the spirit of the many other cultures without batting ―one blue eye‖ 
(l.81). The commodification of blackness is described in the last lines with the assertion 
that they ―bleach our blood and sell it back, special price‖ (l.83). hooks shows how 
problematic this kind of commodification can be, stating: 
Commodification of blackness strips away that component of 
cultural genealogy that links having memory and history in many 
ways that subvert and undermine the status quo. (1995a: 178) 
 
African Americans thus do not stand much chance of subverting the status quo as even 
their blood is taken away from them, commodified and sold back to them. Through the 
commodification of their blood, and their inability to speak and express their rage, they 
have no link with their history or memory. 
The constant repetition of the phrase ―the thickest blood on this planet‖ (l.89), 
emphasises the strong historical bond linking African Americans, that they seem to 
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have forgotten. Their selfish endeavours for material gain at the expense of resistance 
to ill-treatment are identified as one of the main catalysts for exploitation. The speaker 
alludes to the idiom ―blood is thicker than water,‖ suggesting that ―the thickest blood 
on this planet‖ (l.89) is stronger and more important than all the trivial material gains 
that divide and exploit African Americans. There is also the implication, as a result of a 
common history and memory, that ―that blood is your blood, it‘s my blood, it‘s our 
blood‖ (my emphasis, l.88) and that any real resistance has to be a collective effort to 
be effective. ―Blood‖ illustrates African Americans‘ complicity in their own 
exploitation and challenges the all-too-easy reliance on victim status, which as hooks 
shows, only weakens rage. The poem offers the possibility of expressing a communal 
rage against all the injustices which would allow the healing process to begin. 
 ―Blood‖ illustrates the new black elites‘ will to maintain their newly gained 
economic status, at the expense of the marginalised. Jones is outspoken in challenging 
the silence of the new African American bourgeoisie and her poem calls for a 
communal response. ―i mike what i like‖ the next poem under discussion, illustrates 
how ‗official poets‘ in South Africa are also complicit in maintaining the status quo by 
their inability or refusal to speak about the injustices that are still rife in post-Apartheid 
South Africa. The poem exposes the self-serving nature of politicians who form the 
majority of the new black elite in the country. 
 
2.2. The Role of the Poet 
 
Kgafela oa Magogodi‘s poetry is evidently strongly influenced by African oral 
tradition96 but also by hip-hop culture as can be seen in his collection Outspoken (2004) 
and hip-hop is particularly prominent in ―i mike what i like‖ (2004).97 oa Magogodi is 
described as ―a rioter. scholar, theatre director and spoken word warrior‖ (2004: ii). On 
the UKZN  Poetry Africa Webpage (2003) oa Magogodi is described as a ―Spoken 
Word Theatre Director, film scholar and academic based in the Wits School of 
Dramatic Arts where he is a part-time lecturer in African Cinema and Oral Performance 
and Rap/Dub Poetry Studies‖ (2003: 1).98 In his preface to Outspoken he affirms the 
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centrality of political and social commentary in the collection, which was initially self-
published in audio form before being printed by Laugh it Off Media. oa Magogodi was 
one of the driving forces behind the performance poetry slot on the Johannesburg youth 
radio station YFM. He is very vocal in his criticism of corrupt politicians who he 
describes as ―punk-ass‖ (2004: ii).  
The title ―i mike what i like‖ alludes to Steve Biko‘s collection of essays, I 
Write what I Like (1987). Biko‘s text proved to be a significant component of the Black 
Consciousness Movement that was vital for the struggle against the South African 
Apartheid government. Black Consciousness called for black people to rally against the 
physical and mental oppression of Apartheid. Its aim was to make black individuals 
love the blackness of their skin and to derive pride from history, culture and blackness. 
In the introduction to Outspoken, oa Magogodi‘s work is described as ―word uprisings‖ 
that aim to cut ―the skin of a country in order to squeeze out all‖ the poet‘s ―love for the 
people, for the land (…) the earth‖ (2004: ii). The title of the collection as well as this 
introduction makes it is clear that oa Magogodi is proclaiming that his poetry is similar 
to Biko‘s words because of its content and aims. The difference is that Biko used essays 
as a medium to voice his dissent, while oa Magogodi opts for the ―mike.‖ The title also 
reinforces the performative aspect of the poem by punning the literal and figurative 
connotations of the word ‗outspoken‘: to ‗speak out aloud‘ and, simultaneously, to be 
‗candid‘ and unafraid to express one‘s opinion. 
oa Magogodi‘s choice of free verse might be perceived as a political statement. 
oa Magogodi is revolting against capitalist greed and traditional western forms. Rap is 
well known for its traditional structure with conventional end rhymes. oa Magogodi, 
aware that rap might have become an increasingly compromised medium for social 
commentary, being too immersed in ―minstrelsy‖ (2004: ii), does not use the traditional 
rap method of rhyming. In ―i mike what i like‖ the speaker rhymes only for emphasis. 
The manner in which the ―king‘s court‖ (2004: l.5) has been tainted is illustrated by 
associating court with ―rot‖ (l.5) and ―bought‖ (l.4). 
Linda Hutcheon defines metafiction as ―fiction about fiction — that is fiction 
that includes within itself a commentary on its own narrative and / or linguistic 
identity‖ (1985: 1).99 The speaker comments on what kind of poem he is reciting 
throughout the poem, and ―i mike what i like‖ might be defined as an example of meta-
poetics. Patricia Waugh‘s definition of metafiction is also useful:  
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Metafiction is a term given to fictional writing which self-
consciously and systematically draws attention to its status as an 
artefact in order to pose questions about the relationship between 
fiction and reality. (1984: 2)100 
 
oa Magogodi‘s meta-poetic commentary involves his reflection on the relationship 
between poetry and reality, and more urgently, between poets and the community they 
serve. He is concerned that some poets‘ messages are compromised by their affiliation 
with politicians. In the first lines of the poem, the speaker defines a poet by describing 
what he is not. He vehemently catalogues that he is ―not a lick-ass poet‖ (l.2), that he 
does not ―give blowjobs to politicians‖ (l.3) and that he is ―nobody‘s official poet or 
puppet‖ (l.10).101 The poem suggests that poets that are sanctioned to speak at 
ceremonies for politicians compromise their voice and message. Lwandile Sisilana 
cheekily asserts that, ―thanks to our new government,‖ performance poets such as 
iimbongi:  
are but mere props on the large national urban stage. Indeed, 
―praise singer‖ has become a political swear word, suggestive of 
the worst excesses of obscene obsequiousness. (2005: 1)102 
 
oa Magogodi proclaims that he is able to ―mike‖ (l.1) what he likes because he refuses 
to affiliate himself with any politicians.  He suggests that poets who perform for 
politicians are there merely to ―dance‖ (l.5) for the court and the art form which he 
clearly holds in high regard, in that environment is undeterminable from ―the rot of the 
king‘s court‖ (l.5). Here it is apparent that the poet thinks the ‗court,‘ or parliament is a 
tarnished place. The poem suggests that a poet‘s reality informs the power of the 
poetry. He suggests that poets that remain on the margins are able to have power to rise, 
even if they are incarcerated like Mumia Abu Jamal who he states ―rhymes against 
death row‖ (l.22).  
For a poem that exhibits a clear hip-hop influence to state ―i don‘t even rap / 
call me the unwrapper‖ (ll.6, 7) is significant.  It suggests that the poet assumes that his 
role as a poet is greater than a rapper‘s. Rap music as observed by Motsei ―was born 
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out of resistance and is a subversive vocalisation of the mistreatment of black people in 
society‖ (2007: 126). Recently and increasingly, however, rap has become so 
commercialised that it has lost its power as a medium for resistance and subversion. 
Being an ―unwrapper‖ (l.7) suggests his resistance to the affiliation and his 
commitment to ‗unveiling‘ and exposing some of the implications of that affiliation. 
The poet (or ‗un-rapper‘) has to ―unwrap‖ (l.8) all the commercial shine and expose 
―the napkins of this baby nation‖ (l.8). Apart from the obvious implication that South 
Africa as the ―baby nation‖ (l.8) is still a young democracy, barely at the crawling stage 
and still battling to cope with the realities of the world, there is the added suggestion 
that this is a dirty, smelly situation. Nobody enjoys changing a poo-nappy (―the napkins 
of this baby nation‖ [l.8]). Dennis Brutus observes that:  
There is a long tradition in South African verse of poets who 
were social commentators, chroniclers of the events of the 
community, instructors of the young and bards who sang the 
achievements and experiences of the people. (1990: 5)103 
 
oa Magogodi clearly also believes that a poet must offer social commentary through his 
work. He unwraps ―the napkins of this baby nation‖ (l.8) to show the ―slime of the 
times‖ (l.9), clearly illustrating that he believes that his role as a poet is to speak against 
the injustices and ills of society, no matter how unsavoury the task.  
 The hip-hop influences are again exhibited by the lines ―i dis what i dislike / i 
carry the spirit of graffiti‖ (ll.12, 13). ―Dis‖ is a word that is commonly used by 
rappers, defined by The Dictionary of Contemporary Slang (1990) as ―to scorn, snub, 
belittle.‖ The dictionary further states that ―this vogue word of the late 1980s entered 
adolescent speech via the hip-hop and rap sub-culture‖ (1990: 128). There are several 
elements to hip-hop, the main ones being rapping, d-jaying, break-dancing and graffiti. 
Graffiti has as much subversive power as performance poetry and, at times, it is used by 
marginalised youth to signify on particular urban sites where they often experience 
hostility towards them.  
 One such site might be the Christian church. Christianity preaches that its 
followers might suffer on earth but they should be reassured by the fact that if they love 
God and abide by His laws, they will spend an eternity of pure bliss in heaven. The 
speaker articulates an emphatic distrust of religion. He clearly states that he does not 
obey ―laws of religious gravity―(l.14). He does not obey religion or any law that he 
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finds offensive. His dismissal of religion continues as he states that ―the spoken word is 
my shepherd / i shall not want shit‖ (ll.15, 16) alluding to the Bible verse-line in Psalm 
23. He insinuates that spoken word has as much power as God does and that spoken 
word might be considered as a worthy substitute for religion. This Psalm is often 
recited by people who are going through trials and tribulations. The verse is also quoted 
by Dennis Brutus in ―Mumia‖ (2005), is analysed in Chapter Four. Brutus in his poem 
suggests that the Lord is walking by Mumia, so Mumia will be able to endure because 
God is at his side. oa Magogodi replaces this soothing God of the suppressed people 
with the powerfully subversive spoken word alternative. This allows him to speak 
against social injustices and not merely accept life‘s tribulations as God‘s will or a sign 
of God‘s love.  
In relation to the invocation of Psalm 23, the speaker declares: ―i shall not want 
shit / however sweet the sound ―(ll.16, 17), here alluding to John Newton‘s Christian 
hymn ―Amazing Grace‖ (1779): 
Amazing grace! How sweet the sound 
That saved a wretch like me! 
I once was lost, but now am found; 
Was blind, but now I see. (1779: ll.1-4) 
 
This too implies that wretches are transformed by ―Amazing Grace,‖ to which oa 
Magogodi responds by subverting the message in the prayer: with God‘s grace, we 
shall not want is transformed into ―shall not want shit‖ (my emphasis, l.16). Thus the 
speaker will not accept any ill that is done to him nor accept any ―shit‖ (l.16) no matter 
how ―sweet the sound‖ (l.17) of the promises on offer. In popular hip-hop lingo ―shit‖ 
(l.16) also means nothing, suggesting that he deserves better than nothing.  
Perkins observes that ―hip-hop generates its own history by recycling music and 
reintroducing the previous music genres to new audiences and markets‖ (1996: 9). This 
is one of the many hip-hop attributes that performance poetry commonly shares. In ―i 
mike what i like‖ the speaker refers to several poets from Africa and its diaspora, 
paying homage to them and reintroducing their poetry ―to new audiences and markets‖ 
(1996: 9). Dambudzo Marechera makes an appearance in the poem: ―where marechera 
rose to write‖ (l.18). The controversial Zimbabwean poet and novelist ―grew up amid 
racial discrimination, poverty, and violence‖ (2009: 1) and was outspoken in his 
criticism of the colonial presence in Zimbabwe.104 After a stint at Oxford he returned to 
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Zimbabwe and wrote the novel, Mindblast, which ―criticizes the materialism, 
intolerance, opportunism, and corruption of post-independence Zimbabwe‖ (2009: 1). 
―i mike what i like‖ claims that Marachera, instead of accepting the ―shit‖ (l.16) as a 
God-given existence, ―rose to write‖ (l.18) against it ―in the middle of  scream” (l.19). 
This illustrates that Marechera first expressed raw pain, anguish and possibly anger 
against his circumstances but then finally rose to write because he realised that 
screaming would not achieve any productive change.  
 It is also in this ―shit‖ (l.16) that ―papa ramps / has a dream of war” (ll.20, 21). 
Papa Ramps is how Lesego Rampolokeng is popularly known. It is not surprising that 
he is cited by oa Magogodi as a source of inspiration. Waller states that Rampolokeng‘s 
work has strong parallels with that of the late, iconic 
Zimbabwean poet Dambudzo Marechera, and there's something 
similar in his and Marechera's experiences as provocative 
outsiders in a harsh post-liberation setting. (2009: 2) 
 
Rampolokeng‘s ―dream of war‖ (l.21) suggests that one ought not merely to accept 
one‘s conditions but ought to fight against them. However, it may be argued that he is 
aware that war may not be a viable option and that is the reason why it remains a 
dream. 
 In the same vein, the line ―Mumia rhymes against death row‖ (l.22) 
demonstrates the same ―shit‖ (l.16) that Marechera and Rampolokeng are in. Mumia is 
an incarcerated African American writer.105 Alluding to Zimbabwean, South African 
and American poets, illustrates the negative and positive aspects of globalisation. In 
this instance the positive aspect is that people of African descent share a collective 
commitment to fighting the forces of their oppression. The negative aspect is that the 
fight still needs to be fought. The speaker is emphatic in his insistence that this ―shit‖ 
(l.16) will kill us, that ―we die because we don‘t know / how to walk the frank talk‖ 
(ll.23-24). Steve Biko‘s pseudonym was Frank Talk so for the all-inclusive ―we‖ (l.23), 
that is, for everyone affected, the poets and the people, to survive, ―we‖ have to 
internalise the ideology of Black Consciousness that Biko advocated.  
 In the poem, politics and politicians are dismissed:  
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   Mumia Abu Jamal, born Wesley Cook was a member of the the Philadelphia branch of the Black 
Panthers. He is described on dicoverthenetworks.org, a website that claims to be a ―guide to the left‖ 
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programs‖ (2005: 1). He was at a scene when his brother, a cab driver and a white man were both shot 
dead. Jamal was consequently arrested and is currently on death row. Bill Mears reports that ―the 53-
year-old onetime radio reporter and cab driver has been a divisive figure, with many prominent 
supporters backing his contention that he was a victim of racism at his trial‖ (2008: 1). 
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never mind 
the head of state 
or the state of his head 
i soak in the word 
of the sage who asked 
why swim in the 
same soup warmed all over 
lefifi tladi. (ll.29-36) 
 
Here it is apparent that the poet, Lefifi Tladi, is viewed as being more important than 
the president, ―the head of state / or the state of his head‖ (ll.30-31). Tladi, born in 
Pretoria in 1949, was a dynamic artist. The UKZN Poetry Africa webpage (2006) states 
that Tladi ―used art to connect with and mobilise the Black Consciousness 
Movement.‖106  Tladi used his art as a medium to articulate his criticism of the 
Apartheid government and it is clear that he too is not pleased with the post-Apartheid 
government in South Africa. Tladi‘s question, ―why swim in the / same soup warmed 
all over” (ll.34-35), insinuates that the politics and policies of the Apartheid and post-
Apartheid government are essentially the same, that is, there is no material difference 
for the poor and oppressed who still live just on or below the breadline and are thus 
reliant on soup only (reheated) for sustenance.  
 For a country with such a displaced history, sampling is very important. Russell 
Potter observes that ―in the wake of the cultural violence of the middle passage, almost 
everything has had to be constructed from fragments of both the African and 
American‖ (1995: 110). In South Africa there was also massive cultural disruption and 
as a result poets like oa Magogodi feel the need to refer to older poets and writers so 
that all the fragments can be brought together to help the ―baby nation‖ grow. Potter 
reiterates that:  
Every past commodification of blues, of rock-n-roll, or jazz, and 
of hip-hop itself — haunts the musical mix, sometimes in person 
(a digital sample), sometimes only as a ghost or trace (a passing 
act of signifyin(g) on some past text). (1995: 110) 
 
Therefore it is clear that sampling or recycling of music and ideas is an important 
cultural task as it resurrects old music and content to present it to new audiences. The 
speaker says:  
i sample sounds of your soul 
for azania‘s children to hear 
the troubled coughs of history‘s echoes. (ll.37-39) 
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This illustrates that his work is not new or insular but just a segment of an ongoing 
conversation. He suggests that what Tladi has been saying is still important and 
relevant in contemporary South Africa. The text implies that the only reason that he 
samples the sound is so ―azania‘s children‖ (l.38) can ―hear / the troubled coughs of 
history‘s echoes‖ (ll.38-39). The use of the word ―azania‖ (l.38) to refer to South Africa 
has been a hotly contested issue. Azania is described as: 
the name that has been applied to various parts of sub-Saharan 
Africa. In Roman times -- and perhaps earlier -- the name 
referred to a portion of the Southeast African coast south of the 
Horn of Africa, extending south perhaps as far as modern 
Tanzania. ( 2009: 1)107 
 
During the Apartheid rule in South Africa those who opposed Apartheid policies began 
a rebellious move to refer to South Africa as Azania. In 1958 at the All-African 
People‘s Conference in Ghana, Azania was proposed as a substitute name for South 
Africa. In contemporary South Africa the word Azania is commonly linked with the 
Black Consciousness Movement or Pan African movements such as the Azanian 
People‘s Organisation (Azapo) who feel that the term South Africa is a colonially 
loaded one.  
The use of the word ―echoes‖ (l.39) suggests that things done in the past affect 
the present and that history has far reaching effects. In this case spoken word becomes 
an historical and political act. The speaker exhibits that the history we get today is not 
pure and unadulterated but consists of biased sampled sounds and troubled ‗echoes‘. 
The speaker in ―i mike what I like‖ allows the reader to be aware of poetry‘s potential 
power as a catalyst for social change by talking about the kinds of work that inspire 
him, about his concerns, about his audience and most importantly about his poetry. The 
reader is thus aware that the speaker believes that we should all ―walk the frank talk‖ 
(l.24) or social change will never occur. 
This poem, like ―Riding the Victim Train,‖ is aware of the history that affects 
South Africa that he refers to as ―the baby nation.‖ The poem asserts that not much has 
changed since the Apartheid regime was replaced by the ANC government. His poem, 
like ―Black Stacey‖ and ―The Revolution will not be Televised,‖ also galvanises 
audiences into action. He believes that change will be promoted particularly by poets. 
He also believes that poets are effective only if they are free of the reigns of politicians. 
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Like Mxolisi Nyezwa‘s poem, ―The Man is Gone‖ the speaker illustrates an acute 
awareness of the gross class inequalities that are still persistent in South Africa. 
2.3. Mxolisi Nyezwa’s Exploration of Class Issues 
Ruth Finnegan confines the definition of oral poetry to that which ―essentially 
circulates by oral rather than written means‖ (1977: 16).108 She argues that ―in contrast 
to written poetry, its distribution, composition or performance are by word of mouth 
and not through reliance on the written or printed word‖ (16). Though the poetry 
forming the main focus of this study is performed and circulated by ―oral rather than 
written means‖ (16), it does include a few poets who are not known primarily for their 
performances: Mxolisi Nyezwa, Dennis Brutus and Chris Thurman. Their work 
exhibits certain performative aspects and demonstrates how oral poetry can take various 
forms. Earlier in her argument Finnegan points out that:   
There is no clear-cut line between ‗oral‘ and ‗written‘ literature, 
and when one tries to differentiate between them — as has often 
been attempted — it becomes clear that there are constant 
overlaps. (2) 
 
Mxolisi Nyezwa‘s ―The Man is Gone‖109 (2000) is not as obviously performative but 
the poet does travel around the world reciting his poetry.  
 Karl Marx‘s ―German Ideology‖ (2004: 653–658) is a relevant precursor to 
―The Man is Gone.‖ ―German Ideology‖ describes how consciousness is determined by 
life. Marx argues that ―the production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness is at 
first directly interwoven with the material activities and the material intercourse of men, 
the language of real life‖ (2004: 656). He thus suggests that a writer‘s or poet‘s material 
existence affects the kind of literature produced.110 The problem that Marx highlights is 
that the dominant class propagates its doctrines and it has means to produce and 
disseminate its ideas as universal. Marx illustrates that the problem is that: 
The class which has the means of material production at its 
disposal has control at the same time over the means of material 
productions, so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those 
who lack the means of mental production are subject to it.  (2004: 
656) 
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 Mxolisi Nyezwa stays in a township, New Brighton in Port Elizabeth. Townships in South Africa are 
the remnants of the Apartheid government‘s legislation that attempted to keep black and white people 
separate. They were not given as much budget or infrastructure as areas that were designated for white 
people.  
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Often the ideas of the ruling class masquerading as universal are not challenged. 
However Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan argue that ―literature attempts to undermine, 
subvert and expose the dominant ideologies of the culture‖ (2004: 645).111  
Nyezwa‘s ―The Man is Gone‖ subtly explores the effects of class in post-
Apartheid South Africa. Dennis Brutus argues that ―in the new South Africa we are all 
equal before the law112. But in material terms, we are moving further apart‖ (2006: 331) 
because of gross economic inequalities. It is not a problem that is unique to South 
Africa; most countries after liberation feel a sense of disillusionment as they feel 
betrayed by the liberation party. Describing the situation in America, bell hooks (1995) 
states: 
Many of the African Americans who are fast swelling the ranks of 
a privileged-class elite were once engaged in the radical struggle 
for black liberation and self determination, it is certainly evident 
that they were not able to sustain their loyalty to the black 
underclass, whose mass participation in civil rights struggle has 
allowed them to have that access to class privilege. These 
individuals ‗disidentify‘ with underprivileged classes.  (1995: 170) 
 
She importantly notes that ―liberatory change often advances the petty bourgeoisie‖ 
(1995: 169). In South Africa most of the members of the emerging black middle class 
were also engaged in the South African ―struggle for black liberation and self 
determination‖ (1995: 170) yet they seem to have ignored or have forgotten the 
participation of the masses. When their extravagant lifestyles were questioned Smuts 
Ngonyama, former spokesperson of the African National Congress (ANC), as quoted 
by Edwin Naidu replied, "I did not join the struggle to be poor" (2007:  2).113 Marx 
elaborates on the implications of liberation party politics: 
The class making a revolution appears from the very start, if only 
because it is opposed to a class, not as a class but as a 
representative of the whole of society: it appears as the whole mass 
of society confronting the one ruling class.    (2004: 657) 
 
The class which initiates a revolution represents ―its interest as the common interest of 
all the members of society‖ (2004: 657). The ANC in South Africa represented itself as 
a force, not a class, fighting for equality and against racial segregation. Seemingly their 
ideas concurred with Martin Luther King Jr‘s sentiments, evident in his ―I Have a 
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Dream‖ (1963: 1) speech.114 Here he argues that individuals should ―be judged by the 
content of their character‖ (1963: 3) and not ―by the colour of their skin‖ (1963: 3). Yet 
in a post-Apartheid reality when everyone should be equal, ―The Man is Gone‖ 
illustrates that ―a man is defined by ladders‖ (2000: l.1). A ladder is a common 
metaphor for the ascent or descent in the corporate or capitalist world. The word 
―defined‖ (l.1) implies that it is a definition that sticks and cannot easily be changed. 
Just as individuals were trapped by the racial definitions based on skin colour during 
Apartheid, now they are now defined by their achievements, or lack thereof.  
The new ruling class in South Africa has now managed to spread its    capitalist 
ideals ―as the only rational, universally valid ones‖ (2004: 657). ―The Man is Gone‖ 
recreates a world which is hostile and where only the fittest survive. The speaker, in 
stating that a man is defined by ―skills acquired returning home / or escaping the rain‖ 
(ll.3, 4), illustrates that a man is judged by his ability to overcome hardships. The way 
in which he is able to escape rain ― which is possibly an allusion to the cliché ―rainy 
days‖ ― is a measure of how great an individual he is. One of the functions of 
literature is, according to Marxist theory:  
to offer those on the losing end images that assure them that their 
situation of relative deprivation is the natural result of fair play and 
fair rules, not of systematic dispossession that is a structural 
feature of the society. (2004: 645) 
 
Therefore those in power would rationalise that ‗the man who is gone‘ is gone because 
he did not acquire skills and was caught in the rain. His predicament is caused by his 
failure to play the game that is constituted by ―fair play and fair rules‖ (2004: 645). The 
poem clearly does not advocate that the ―situation of relative deprivation‖ (2004: 645) 
the man finds himself in is a result of natural fair play and instead counters this view by 
suggesting that the rules of the game are in fact unfair. Ngonyama‘s statement that he 
"did not join the struggle to be poor‖ (2007: 2) confirms that the new ruling class 
believes that people cannot use apartheid as an excuse for ―their situation of relative 
deprivation‖ (2004: 645). Indeed, the suggestion is that if they were able to escape the 
reigns of Apartheid and come out of the ordeal richer then no one else has a valid 
excuse. 
A common feature of poetry that contains orality is that the themes tend to 
include collective, global preoccupations, and call on all communities to take 
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cognisance of this collective suffering. As spokesperson for the wider community, the 
speaker recites:  
the man known yesterday is not the man you meet 
forever, around the corner, in Brussels 
or in the street, in York Road in Umtata. (ll.5-7) 
  
This illustrates that the wrecking effects of a selfish global attitude can be felt in 
Brussels or ―in York Road in Umtata‖ (l.5). Brutus observes that ―as the rich get richer 
and the poor get poorer, we are facing a global economic divide as profound as the 
racial divide which separated South Africans. This is global apartheid‖ (2006:  332). 
The negative aspects of globalisation are illustrated in the poem and epitomise Brutus‘s 
view that the greed of huge multinational corporations with the complicity of the 
corrupt upper class keeps poverty-stricken people in countries like South Africa poor 
(2006: 331). The corner on which the subject stands is synonymous with poverty. 
Loitering and drugs and the corner also evoke the impression that the subject is in a 
transitional phase, in between the worlds of poverty and wealth. The subject stands on 
the corner ―selling newspapers and coke‖ (l.8). That he sells newspapers suggests that 
he sells words, or media stories that purport to be the Truth. In addition, whether he is 
selling cocaine or Coca Cola, he is nonetheless locked into a system that promotes 
either illegal or legal substance abuse.  
The last stanza of the poem is the most dense, filled with powerful imagery of 
just how far ‗gone‘ the man is. Finnegan observes that in oral poetry: 
What is involved is not the passive repetition of external words — artistic or 
ritual or utilitarian or whatever — but people actively moulding the world 
around them: the world of symbols which, ultimately, constitute the world we 
experience and live in. (1977: 274) 
 
The poem recreates the experience of the subject in the use of powerful images. The 
subject is described as ―lost forever, like a packet of chips‖ (l.9). Apart from reinforcing 
the reality that his labour has become a consumable product ―like a packet of chips‖ 
(l.9), the image also suggests that he is worth not much more than the garbage blowing 
about on urban streets. In addition, the subject‘s feet are described as ―supine‖ (l.10) 
defined as ―failing to act as a result of laziness or lack of courage‖ (2000b: 780). The 
speaker has been so adversely affected by the manner in which he has been defined that 
after being discarded ―like a packet of chips‖ (l.9), he is either too lazy or lacks the 
courage to move his feet.  
The subject is described as ―delirious when he sleeps‖ (l.10). The use of the 
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word ―delirious‖ (l.10) is very ambiguous: it might mean either ―extremely excited or 
happy‖ (2000b: 300) or suffering ―a disturbed state of mind marked by restlessness, 
illusions and incoherent thought and speech‖ (290). Whether or not sleep offers him a 
brief escape from the agony of his existence, it is a restless and uneasy escape. The 
final two lines illustrate the lasting effects of the subject‘s fall, cementing the idea that 
the ―man is lost forever‖ (l.9). The subject is cut down ―like a felled bush in the forest / 
he is never known‖ (ll.11, 12). Here his life is reduced to just another resource to be 
used up, just one of many bushes in a forest, anonymous and expendable.  
This poem shows the harrowing effects of capitalist practices in contemporary 
South Africa. It depicts the realities of those South Africans who have not been 
enriched by entry into the middle class. The speaker highlights how replaceable he is in 
a system where he is just a little bush in a forest. ―The Man is Gone‖ suggests that 
though racial inequalities may no longer be legislated, people are now defined by their 
economic status and those who are not rich are lost forever. Indeed the new hierarchy is 
just as harsh as the one that was present during Apartheid.  
Cornel West argues that ―in this age of globalisation, with its impressive 
scientific and technological innovations in information, communication, and applied 
biology, a focus on the lingering effects of racism seems outdated and antiquated‖ 
(1996: 107).115  The individuals addressed by the speakers of these poems are so caught 
up by what West describes as ―the global cultural bazaar of entertainment and 
enjoyment‖ that they feel it useless to talk about politics embedded in race, and if they 
do, it is only so that they can exploit the politics associated with their pain (1996: 107). 
This chapter therefore highlights how the new middle and upper class and politicians 
now oppress the poor or else fail to address society‘s inequalities just so that they can 
retain their social standing that grants them access to material wealth. The next chapter 
will explore how gender issues emerge in the new South Africa where hierarchies have 
shifted.  
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Chapter Three: Addressing Issues of Gender 
Introduction 
 
―Before Feminism, everyone in the Garden of Eden knew their place‖ 
- David. J. Clines  
 
The poems in this chapter address the damaging effects of the patriarchal system. 
―Yvonne‖ (2001) by Tumi Molekane attempts to illustrate how dangerous the courting 
ritual is for women and it also explores how the patriarchal system is harmful for men. 
To help understand and analyse the political implications of the poem, the following 
texts will be used: The Kanga and The Kangaroo Court: Reflections on the Rape Trial 
of Jacob Zuma (2007) by Mmatshilo Motsei, and Understanding Violence Against 
Women (1996), a report compiled by Members of the Panel on Research on Violence 
Against Women. Motsei explores how gross gender inequalities, entrenched in South 
African society, were exposed by the responses to Jacob Zuma‘s Rape Trial. She notes 
that ―the response to Zuma‘s rape charges as demonstrated by his supporters is a 
reflection of moral double standards that are applied differently to women and men‖ 
(2007: 16). Understanding Violence Against Women offers remarkable insight into why 
certain types of people commit rape.  
Mercy Oduye‘s text, ―Calling the Church to Account: African Women and 
Liberation‖ (1995), will inform my analysis of Kgafela oa Magogodi‘s ―Samson and 
Deli(e)lah‖ (2004) and Sam‘s ―Eve‖ (2002). Oduye, a Nigerian theologian, examines 
the role and influence of the western Christian church in Africa, revealing the church as 
a patriarchal structure that propagates and reinforces patriarchal hegemony. Oduye 
explains how ideals of the western Christian church were brought to Africa and fused 
into African life. She observes that Christianity which was deemed to be a liberatory 
force for the oppressed masses of Africa actually reinforced traditional African 
patriarchal attitudes. She argues that ―although the Christian heritage of the biblical, 
prophetic denunciation of oppression has served Africa well, oppressive strands of the 
same Bible do reinforce the traditional socio-cultural oppression of women‖ (1995: 2). 
She is not against the Bible but more against androcentric readings of the Bible that 
tend to portray women as naturally inferior to men. She states that Nigeria has a 
growing association of Biblicists, which she finds rather problematic. She defines a 
Biblicist as ―someone who feels that ‗whatever is in the Bible is true‘‖ (2). It is a belief 
77 
that she finds troubling because this kind of biblical usage ―seems highly dependent on 
one‘s interpretation of truth‖ (2). Interpretations are thus influenced by one‘s beliefs, 
biases and prejudices.  
 This chapter will illustrate the negative effects of sexist patriarchal attitudes and 
will examine the poets‘ attempts to challenge the status quo. The poems illustrate the 
violence that is inherent in the official heterosexist narrative. Molekane‘s poem 
―Yvonne‖ (2005) will be analysed to illustrate how this violence is manifest. Kgafela 
oa Magogodi‘s poem ―Samson and Deli(e)lah‖ (2004) and Sam‘s ―Eve‖ (2002) explore 
how sexist readings of biblical stories serve to the detriment of women. 
 
3.1. Black Masculinity in South Africa 
 
―Yvonne‖ ( 2001)116 is from the Live at The Bassline (2001) album by Tumi and The 
Volume. The album is a collection of poems and music recorded live at a club in 
Newtown called the Bassline. On the CD Molekane performs his brand of poetry which 
teeters on the edge of rap while The Volume plays the instrumentals. The Volume 
consists of Tiago Paulo, Paulo Chibanga, Dave Bergman and Kyla Rose. The result of 
the blend of Molekane‘s vocals and The Volume‘s music has been described on 
www.music.org.za as ―a sound that lingers over lines of new-school hip-hop, beat 
poetry and funked-up jazz‖ (2009: 1)117 which has set a standard in South African hip-
hop and poetry line-ups. Molekane was born in exile in Tanzania, where he lived with 
his parents until 1992 when he moved to Soweto. The poem, ―Yvonne‖ offers a 
powerful response to gender inequalities in South Africa. ―Yvonne‖ is significantly the 
only poem on the CD where Molekane is not accompanied by The Volume. This 
illustrates that the poem is important to Molekane as he might not want music to detract 
from his important message. ―Yvonne‖ is a dramatisation of two opposite gender 
responses to the ‗courting‘ ritual which the female speaker experiences as being 
intrusive and ultimately dangerous, ending in her rape.  
The poem begins light-heartedly, appearing to be a love poem performed by a 
love-struck boy. This is soon subverted by Yvonne‘s rape and her narrative. The poem 
suggests that the courting ritual might not be as innocent as it at times appears. It is 
important that both the male and female speaker get the same amount of agency and 
                                                 
116
  The poem is attached as Addendum G. 
117
   http://www. music.org.za /artist.asp?id=180. Accessed 20 April 2009. 
78 
that the female speaker is allowed to have the last word. This illustrates that her point of 
view is the most important. The manner in which this poem is recited enhances the 
content of the poem. He performs the male section of the poem in a very upbeat style, it 
flows easily and the sentences are longer. When he changes into the female mode, he 
recites slower and there is a hint of anger in his voice. It is also one of the few poems 
on the CD in which one can actually hear the response of the audience. Their applause 
when he is describing his flirtatious courting ritual seems to spur him on.  
Black masculinity in post-Apartheid South Africa is in crisis, still healing from 
the wounds of Apartheid and now feeling the effects of the new, empowered black 
woman.  Mmatshilo Motsei argues that in South Africa ―we cannot talk about male 
privilege without addressing the legacy of racial discrimination reflected in the high 
levels of poverty and unemployment amongst black men‖ (2007: 33). Apartheid created 
a hierarchal society where the white man was on top, followed by the white woman and 
then the black man. Considering that most black men in South Africa were raised in a 
traditional patriarchal society, the black man was made to feel as if his masculinity was 
incomplete and insufficient. With the advent of post-Apartheid South Africa, the black 
man now has an opportunity to restore his previously denied masculinity. However 
lower working-class black men, because of their economic realities, are left 
disillusioned. While the black woman now has a chance to improve her status in the 
social hierarchy through financial means, the black man who is unable to improve his 
status feels as if his masculinity is under threat and he feels as if he is a lesser human 
being. This is something that Motsei believes has devastating consequences. She argues 
that ―to rape a woman, a man has to dehumanise her and regard her as a lesser human 
being than himself. However, anyone who regards someone as a lesser human has 
feelings of being dehumanised himself‖ (2007: 169). She therefore suggests that men at 
times rape and in turn dehumanise women because they too have been dehumanised by 
a society that continuously makes poorer people feel inadequate. 
Michael Kaufman observes that when men are given the chance to rule women 
and call the shots there is not much room for the pain that ―appears to be linked to the 
practices of masculinity‖ (1994: 154).118 The practices of masculinity in this case leave 
the lower working class black man disaffected. Kaufman affirms that ―the common 
feature of the dominant forms of contemporary masculinity is that manhood is equated 
with having some sort of power‖ (145). He later suggests that this ―power is seen as 
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power over something or someone else‖ (145). The lower working class black man who 
feels demeaned by the hierarchal structure, that is now based on financial ideals rather 
than race, attempts to regain power by having power over someone else, through force 
since that is the only way he can exert power. This phenomenon is illustrated in the 
high incidences of rape in South Africa. Members of the Panel on Research on 
Violence Against Women (PRVAW) in their report, Understanding Violence Against 
Women, observe that ―the purpose of the violence may also be in response to a man‘s 
feelings of powerlessness and inability to accept rejection‖ (1996: 59). Tumi 
Molekane‘s poem ―Yvonne‖ (2001) explores the danger of the male gaze, a gaze, that 
the poem shows is influenced by issues of class.  The first manifestation of the male 
gaze in the poem is from a middle class boy (2001: ll.14) and the second more violent 
gaze is from, presumably, a group of lower class men (ll.108).  
The hegemonic forces of patriarchy operate covertly as exhibited by the male 
speaker in ―Yvonne.‖ The male speaker assumes that he is not the same as ―the squad 
of creeps‖ (l.5) he observes robbing people on the streets. He claims he is ―fully 
grounded amidst the bullshit‖ (l.3), suggesting that he is above them. Molekane‘s use of 
a male and female speaker respectively, has the effect of interrogating the assumptions 
that the male speaker creates about his encounter with the girl, Yvonne. It is interesting 
that the speaker, as if aware of the role he might unintentionally play in the rape of 
Yvonne, states early in the poem as he passes the ―creeps‖ (l.5) that he is ―adamant‖ 
(l.8) that he ―would [not] get involved in this‖ (l.9). ―This‖ being the nefarious life of 
the streets of Johannesburg that he thinks he is above. Then his gaze falls on the girl 
whose ―aura is sweet‖ (l.14) and he hopes to entice her with his witty oration, 
proclaiming that he could not ―help but admire‖ (l.21) her. The male speaker hopes his 
intelligence will persuade the girl to fall for him while the men who ambush Yvonne do 
not bother with dialogue (or verbal foreplay) and merely use their force. Kaufman 
notes:  
Part of the ideal of working class manhood among white North 
American men stresses physical skill and the power to manipulate 
one‘s environment, while part of the ideal of their upper-middle 
class counterparts stresses verbal skills and ability to manipulate 
one‘s environment, by social and political means. (1994: 145)  
 
As illustrated in the men featured in ―Yvonne,‖ it is clear that Kaufman‘s observations 
can also be applied in the South African context. Despite Yvonne having to resort to 
profanity in her rush, declaring, ―for fuck‘s sake / I‘m going to miss the bus‖ (l.25, 26), 
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he insists that it ―must be fate‖ (l.27) and firmly believes that she will ultimately be 
manipulated by his words. 
There are certain rape myths in existence. Kalamu ya Salaam defines myths as 
―traditional beliefs which are uncritically accepted‖ (2007: 1).119 He further argues that:  
An underlying reason why myths are accepted at face value is that 
they either apparently conform to our perceptions of day to day 
reality, or else they reinforce emotions and ideas we individually 
and/or collectively feel or believe. (2007: 1) 
 
Rape myths are easily accepted as they dismiss the gravity of the rape. The PRVAW 
reports that ―typical rape myths include denial of rape‘s existence‖ and more commonly 
―excusing the rape‖ and several examples are cited by the panel such as ―she led him 
on, he could not help himself, rape only happens to ‗bad‘ women‖ (1996: 66). Another 
rape myth which is quite common in South Africa is that women who wear short skirts 
or revealing clothes are ―asking for it‖ and raping these kinds of women is 
understandable. Motsei notes that ―societal responses to sexual violence are influenced 
by myths, beliefs and stereotypes that emanate from such thinking‖ (2007: 147). The 
myth that she was asking for it was raised in Zuma‘s rape trial. Motsei notes this in 
relation to the woman in question who must ―have sent a sexual message to the deputy 
president, who, being the law-abiding citizen he is, took it upon himself to act 
accordingly‖ (2007: 152). Motsei, noting that women are blamed for provoking rape by 
what they wear, suggests that ―the complainant in the Zuma trial was accused of 
wearing a kanga‖ (my emphasis, 2007: 152). It seems, in ―Yvonne,‖ that this myth is 
implicitly challenged as a fatuous excuse. The poem illustrates, like many rape cases in 
South Africa, that Yvonne, is ―fully dressed‖ which the speaker finds ―truly next to 
odd‖ (l.33) because women ―in the city have a thing for playing nudists‖ (l.31). The 
poem therefore shatters that myth that women are to blame for provoking sexual 
advances because, despite her decent attire, Yvonne still gets raped. 
Telling the story from two perspectives allows the audience to see that in 
Yvonne‘s narrative the male speaker‘s attempt to seduce her is not as innocent as he 
makes it appear. Yvonne, trapped by the male gaze, affirms that: 
a five minute walk through this place 
takes an hour in the city  
see brothers act rude 
and throw gestures at you 
some will even try and grab 
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as if you in a petting zoo. (ll.69–74) 
 
Though the male speaker at the beginning of the poem disassociates himself from the 
―creeps‖ (l.5), claiming his ―heart is sweet‖ (l.4), his interaction with Yvonne shows 
that there is little difference between him and the other men who make Yvonne feel as 
if she is a captured animal ―in a petting zoo‖ (l.74).  The next analogy drawn is not 
done light-heartedly. Being under the male gaze is likened to ―slavery or something‖ 
(l.80).  Molekane is very aware of the weight of the word ―slavery‖ and, Yvonne 
swears that she is not ―bugging‖ (l.79), meaning she not exaggerating. The male 
speaker‘s account of grabbing her hand seems pretty innocent. Indeed, it is casually 
swept under the rug by his detour into politics, describing how he ―can play Biko and 
make white people nervous‖ (l.49). In Yvonne‘s version of the same moment, she does 
not hear a word he initially said; she stresses how she told him she was late for the bus 
and then he grabs her wrist which she does not approve of, stating ―I did [not] play 
that‖ (l.99). 
Germaine Greer establishes that ―what men need is men‘s approval‖ (2000: 
129).120 She argues ―that men prov[ing] their manhood in the eyes of other men is both 
a consequence of sexism and one of its chief props‖ (2000: 129). This is exemplified in 
the poem by the ‗courtship‘ that gets increasingly exaggerated. First the male speaks 
intimately to Yvonne, then he pulls Yvonne by the wrist. He subsequently proclaims his 
lust loudly while on his knees. Indeed his whole courtship is a performance for all the 
other men who watch. Yet it is so natural to the male speaker that, in his version of the 
encounter with Yvonne, he does not even mention the ―brothers‖ (l.102) staring at them 
that the she notices. However she is embarrassed by his actions, describing him ―talking 
loud on his knees‖ (l.101) and cursing ―shit‖ (l.102) when she notices the ―brothers‖ 
(l.102) watching. This exemplifies Greer‘s observation that ―masculinity is a 
homosocial act‖ (2000: 129) and that men display their masculinity by performing 
―heroic feats‖ taking ―enormous risks‖ and ―all because [they] want other men‖ to 
acknowledge their ―manhood‖ (129). The male speaker is aware of the other ―brothers‖ 
(l.102) watching his courtship. Yvonne observes how ―he look[s] pleased with it‖ 
(l.103) which is perhaps why it turns into performance. Probably the male speaker 
would not have performed as he did if there were no spectators, but the other men 
watching him make him ―take enormous risks‖ (2000: 129). In fact, it is possible that 
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the male speaker continues to pester Yvonne for her ―name and number‖ (l.104) 
precisely because only then will the male spectators think he is successful, and only 
then will they grant him his manhood. 
Yvonne is already afraid of the men who ambush her. By their appearance she 
assumes that ―they are mugging‖ (l.111) her and she hands over her purse. From 
Yvonne‘s gut response one can conclude that the men are from the lower class and have 
already been marked as powerless and emasculated in a society that associates 
manhood with power. Motsei argues that ―rapists rape to feel powerful and in control in 
the same way that a powerful country uses violence against another to impose its will‖ 
(2007: 169). 
Greer similarly argues that ―violence is the single most evident marker of 
manhood‖ (2000: 132). She states that it is exhibited in ―the willingness to fight, the 
desire to fight‖ (132). The concept of gang rape is hard to conceptualise as it is the most 
despicable performance of masculinity: a group of vulnerable men all seeking the 
approval of other men.  Despite the initial equal ranking among themselves because of 
their shared economic realities, the men still need to prove their masculinity to each 
other, need to display ―the willingness to fight‖ (132). Greer quotes Noble: 
In one survey, women and men were asked what they were most 
afraid of. Women responded that they were most afraid of being 
raped and murdered. Men responded that they were most afraid of 
being laughed at. (In Greer, 2000: 132) 
 
The men in the poem clearly feel that they will be laughed at and their masculinity 
compromised if they fail to exhibit ―the willingness‖ and ―desire to fight‖ (132). These 
men collaborate in the rape of Yvonne, one slapping her ―from behind‖ (l.108), two 
standing in front of her and two dragging her ―into the nearest shrubbery‖ (l.112). They 
all have to be convincing in their exercise of power because ―other men … evaluate the 
performance‖ (2000: 128). In this instance the rape of Yvonne is obviously an exercise 
of power. The PRVAW notes that ―motives of power and anger are more prominent in 
the rationalisations for sexual aggression than sexual desire‖ (1996: 59). 
The prevalence of rape and violence against women in South Africa 
demonstrates the extent to which the family was affected by the forces of Apartheid.  
Understanding Violence Against Women verifies this: 
Studies of violent criminals and violent sex offenders have found 
these men are more likely than other adults to have experienced 
poor parental childrearing, poor supervision, physical abuse, 
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neglect and separations from their parents. (1996: 62) 
 
The black nuclear family collapsed during Apartheid. Firstly the father was possibly a 
migrant mine worker so he rarely spent time at home and the mother was probably a 
maid in a white suburb far from the townships where black people were forced to stay.  
The men who rape Yvonne in this poem are very plausibly neglected, and unsupervised 
by from their parents as a result of the conditions that forced their parents to work far 
from home. As has already been established, most traditional black families are 
characteristically patriarchal, and Motsei notes ―the fact that the home is one of the 
institutions in society reinforc[ing] deeply entrenched sexist beliefs‖ and that it is the 
home which ―presents a major challenge to efforts aimed at rooting out sexism‖ (2007: 
19). Therefore sexism and the privileging of masculinity are reinforced in the home. In 
addition, Motsei argues that a man has to be dehumanised for him to be able to treat 
someone as if they were less than human. Men who rape may feel dehumanised, not 
only by Apartheid, but also by a rampant capitalist society which as noted in ―The Man 
is Gone,‖ make poor men feel even more inferior. The men in the poem might therefore 
reclaim power in a society where their masculinity and worth as individuals is 
undermined, physically, by raping Yvonne. Yvonne is powerless against them. The 
only possible power she has is vocal. She is feisty, particularly in replying, ―for fuck‘s 
sake I am going to miss the bus‖ and when she tells the men who objectify her how 
they ―make her feel and shit.‖ She is the type of woman who would emasculate men 
because she has a strong demeanour and refuses to be submissive. It is frightening to 
note that it is precisely her strength, her refusal to submit to male power, that gets her 
raped in the first place. It seems that women are increasingly at risk, no matter what 
they do. Whether they dress respectably or revealingly, whether they are submissive or 
empowered, they are in danger of being ―knocked unconsciousness‖ (l.116) and raped. 
The only antidote to this disease is that more men like Tumi Molekane stand up and 
speak out in public against the rituals and performances of masculinity responsible for 
the crime of rape.   
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3.2. Re-writing Samson and Deli(e)lah 
 
Kgafela oa Magogodi explores the androcentric ―interpretation of truth‖ (1995: 2) in his 
controversial poem ―samson and deli(e)lah‖ (2004),121 a poem, described by Lwandile 
Sisilana, as ―gratuitously blasphemous‖ (2005: 9). In the common social imaginary 
Samson is the tragically romantic hero who is brought down by the woman he loved. 
Delilah is commonly portrayed as the conniving temptress who abuses his love. Lillian 
Klein notes that Delilah ―has become a synonym for mature, seductive woman‖ (1993: 
28).122 Although ―Delilah is not identified as a prostitute, she is obviously a woman 
available outside the bonds of marriage, overtly using her sexual attraction to entice 
Samson‘s secret from him‖ (1993: 28). It is this image of Delilah as a morally corrupt 
sexual woman that the poem, ―samson and deli(e)lah‖ challenges. 
The title of the poem highlights the speaker‘s belief that the story behind the 
love affair between Samson and Delilah has been distorted and has become a lie. 
Samson in popular culture is commonly portrayed as the unknowing victim in the story 
but the poem begins with the phrase ―samson was wise the bible says‖ (2004: l.1). This 
implies that Samson knew what he was involved in and the assumption that he was a 
mere fool in love is convenient but unfounded. In the story Delilah is portrayed as the 
lone seducer but in the poem it is Samson who ―stole delilah‘s heart plucked it out and / 
licked the strawberry juice‖ (ll.3, 4). Instead of the ferocious seductress, Delilah is 
described as ―tangled‖ in the lion‘s mane‖ (l.5). The fact that she was the one who was 
tangled in his hair and that she ―moaned‖ while he ―roared‖ suggests that she is not the 
one in control (l.6). That she ‗moans‘ is ambiguous. It is unclear whether it is in 
pleasure or pain. That the speaker chooses the word ―mating‖ to describe their sexual 
encounter (l.6) is interesting. Christianity is known to disapprove of sexual encounters 
that do not result in procreation and, as Klein has suggested Delilah is commonly 
treated as if she were a prostitute. It is never said whether Delilah had children but the 
speaker rescues her from the label of harlot given in biblical times by stating that they 
were ‗mating,‘ that is, involved in procreative sex.  
Next the story of Adam and Eve is introduced, although the original story is re-
written to some degree. The validity of the story is questioned by asking ―was it eve 
who ate adam‘s apple / or was it adam who sampled the fruit‖ (ll.10-11). In this cheeky 
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version the poet dismisses the elevation of the Bible as a sacred historical text. He 
dismisses the story of Adam and Eve and Samson and Delilah as ―parables‖ (l.12) and 
―fables‖ (l.13) which are irrelevant. He asks ―who remembers these fables from times 
when / stones were soft‖ (ll.13-14). This suggests that even if these fables were true, the 
facts of the fables are no longer relevant as they happened in a time when ―stones were 
soft‖ (l.14). The issue of time is an important one. Oduye notes: ―Interpreting biblical 
myths and stories to suit socio-cultural preoccupations, the church continues to 
absolutize the world of generations long gone‖ (1995: 5). Therefore, the fables, as oa 
Magogodi refers to them, are outmoded, irrelevant, but continue to demand women‘s 
subjugation.  
In an attempt to confiirm the enormity of the ‗first sin‘ and Delilah‘s 
relationship with Samson, interpretations of the stories rarely ever talk of love. The 
relationships are portrayed as being fueled by lust. Mieke Bal describes how the story 
of Delilah has now become so popular that is has been taken out of context. He argues 
that:  
The internal ‗inconsistencies‘ of the story have been explained 
away, repressed, or simply removed. In the same spirit of 
censorship, the text has been completed by additional information, 
which makes it even better suited for the purpose of illustrating an 
‗eternal truth‘: women are treacherous, especially in love. (1988: 
24)123 
 
oa Magogodi questions this ‗eternal truth‘ when he asks if it was ―love or / lust between 
adam and eve between samson and / delilah‖ (ll.14-16). 
 The second stanza repeats the first phrase of the first stanza, ―samson was wise‖ 
(l.18) but the repetition begins to undermine the certainty of the declaration. He says 
―samson was wise but failed to tell if Delilah / was faking the bible says she shagged 
him for / eleven shekels of silver‖ (ll.18-20). ―Faking‖ here is ambiguous: it can either 
mean that she was faking an orgasm and, in that sense Samson‘s proclaimed power is 
undermined. Or it might mean that she was pretending to be in love with him. Either 
way, the speaker believes that Samson could not have been all that wise if he was 
unable to tell if she was faking or not. The poem has an overall ambiguous tone. It 
never purports to tell the absolute truth and most of the time its statements are open-
ended and it is riddled with questions. The poem, through the use of ambiguity, 
suggests that there is no absolute truth and that the poem is merely another 
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interpretation of the two biblical stories.  
 For instance, ambiguity is demonstrated when the speaker says that ―she 
shagged him‖ (l.19). This might be interpreted in the popular sense that she had 
intercourse with him ―for / eleven shekels of silver‖ (ll.18-19). It could also, in a more 
colloquial, vulgar sense, mean that she ‗fucked him over‘ ―for / eleven shekels of 
silver‖ (l.18-19). Klein notes that Delilah betraying for a ―price the man who loves her 
depicts Delilah as lacking ethics and morality‖ (1993: 29). Delilah is depicted as having 
used her sexuality to coerce the secret out of Samson. She uses the ―missionary 
position‖ (l.22) and dazzles ―him in the maze of kamasutra‖ (l.23). Delilah is an 
ambiguous and complex character as described by the speaker, and at first she moans in 
pleasure and then she dazzles him with her sexual prowess. As Klein states, Delilah is 
―presented as an unusually independent woman who engages in direct commerce with 
men and uses her sexuality to tangible advantage‖ (1993: 29). Delilah might be vilified 
because of her independence and refusal to belong to one man. 
 The poem does not seem to concur that Delilah is a wholly corrupt person. It 
importantly begins ―the bible says‖ (l.1). Usually when people use this disclaimer it is 
to provide unequivocal proof of the truth.  In the poem, that truth is undermined 
through repetition (―the bible says‖ [l.19]), much like Samson‘s wisdom is, as discussed 
earlier.  Oduye notes that ―it is not unusual to hear reminders of what "the Bible says" 
about women‖ (1995: 1). She importantly highlights that what people say the Bible 
says is actually influenced by their own biases and socio-cultural attitudes. So the fact 
that the speaker begins with and repeats what ―the bible says‖ suggests that it is a mere 
story and did not actually happen. He further subverts the power of the story by 
proclaiming: 
but i am 
not Samson and you‘re not Delilah these are 
not biblical times when old cats thought the 
earth was flat. (ll.26–29)  
 
Here the speaker illustrates his refusal to accept generalisations and the use of fables 
such as Adam and Eve and Samson and Delilah to promote the eternal truth that all 
women are treacherous. He refuses to interpret biblical myths in such a manner that will 
aid a misogynistic understanding of women. The speaker understands that, as Oduye 
does, ―Biblical interpretation and Christian theology in Africa have had the effect of 
sacralizing the marginalization of women's experience‖ (1995: 2). So the speaker 
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dismisses the stories as the equivalent of theories that the earth was flat. In addition, he 
states ―now the bible is on the internet‖ (l.29), making it as insignificant, or at least as 
equal as, all the other so-called information that is available online. On the internet it 
will have to vie for people‘s attention with pornographic material and satanic sites. 
 That the speaker says that he ―never spent much time in church‖ (l.30) is a very 
different claim to that made by the speaker of ―Eve.‖ The speaker in ―samson and 
deli(e)lah‖ counters:  
but i know 
my sin is i believed the blind preachers who 
taught me that Samson got his eyes gorged 
out because he was bewitched by dope kisses 
from a philistine bitch. (ll.30–34) 
 
In suggesting that it was a sin to have believed their stories, the speaker implies that 
preachers are worse sinners for propagating sexist fables. Yet he seems to believe that it 
is not their fault. He describes them as ―blind‖ (l.31), so their sexist views are not 
intentional but instead like a disability. He assumes that a man like Samson, who was 
described as wise and strong, could not have been bewitched by ―dope kisses‖ (l.33) 
offered by a ―philistine bitch‖ (l.34), available outside of the bonds of marriage, and a 
non-believer.  
 The last stanza asks whether Samson was ―truly wise‖ (l.35) He states that the 
only legacy left by the wise Samson ―is pieces of / broken heart in the rubble of 
philistine temples‖ (ll.35-36). Again the idea of the story being true is dismissed as he 
describes it as a ―biblical soap opera‖ (l.37) and states that it is on the same level as 
William Shakespeare‘s Romeo and Juliet. This is a fitting analogy as Romeo and Juliet 
were also from families in conflict. He states ―Juliet ploughs / her feet in two red row 
petals of love‘s wound‖ (ll.39-40), suggesting that love is painful and that Samson had 
just ploughed his feet in ―love‘s wound‖ (l.40). The speaker says ―she needs painkillers 
not chocolate and cham – / pagne‖ (ll.41-42). It is not clear which ―she‖ he is referring 
to at this point: it could be Eve, Delilah, Juliet or a general she. He suggests that all the 
female subjects in all these tragic love stories were possibly in pain and merely needed 
―painkillers‖ and not the ―cham‖ or sham romance they were offered instead (l.41). He 
seems to sympathise with the women because he believes that they were not understood 
and were looking for solace and understanding but men exploited their needs so that 
they could get ‗romance.‘ 
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 This last phrase flows onto the last part of the poem which describes the story of 
a ―jah man‖ (l.42) and a ―queen‖ (l.42) in Yeoville. She could also be the ―she‖ (l.41) 
who is looking for painkillers. Instead of the ―jah man‖ (l.42) offering her ―chocolate 
and cham – / pagne‖ (ll.41-42), he ―rolls a bombzol to get her stoned‖ (l.43). Like the 
other women in the narrative she is not looking for romance but ―she / seeks only 
whispers of aspirational path in the / puff just ital nothing genital‖ (ll.43–45). So the 
woman does take a ―puff‖ (l.44) of the ―bombzol‖ (l.43) but she smokes so that she can 
aspire to greater things. She wants to smoke for ―just ital‖ (l.45), ‗ital‘ meaning 
precious food in Rastafarian dialect. She smokes with innocent intentions while the 
man does it for carnal reasons. He assumes that her accepting his joint is her accepting 
his covert sexual advances.  
 One has to be pure to be able to be called a ―jah man‖ (l.42). Rastafarians 
believe that people who do not believe in the ways of Jah are tainted. Yet even 
Rastafarianism is tainted by patriarchy. The Rastafarians also quote from the Bible, and 
routinely, like Christians do, interpret certain verses to support their beliefs. After the 
advances of the ―jah man‖ (l.42) are rejected by the women ―he curses saying / she‘s 
serpentine to the core probably a whore‖ (ll.45-46). Here he is alluding to the image of 
the snake in the story of Adam and Eve. Oduye states that: ―throughout Africa, the 
Bible has been and continues to be absolutized: it is one of our oracles that we consult 
for instant solutions and responses‖ (1995: 2). Even a sub-culture that does not believe 
in Christianity consults the Bible for ―instant solutions and responses‖ (1995: 2). 
 The speaker concludes by stating that ―biblical patriarchs say a woman is a 
snake but / that‘s a lie‖ (ll.46-47). It is important to note that it is not so much the Bible, 
but ―biblical patriarchs‖ (l.46), propagating misogynistic messages through their biased 
interpretations.  Rather than women being snakes, it is ―Samson [with] the phallic soul‖ 
(l.48) who ―can‘t / keep his public snake in its hole and adam too / dummy to see his 
own nakedness in the twists / and twirls of boy meets girl‖ (ll.48–51). He, like the 
speaker of ―Eve,‖ is aware that all blame is placed on women, thus allowing men to 
escape any responsibility. Through these kinds of responses to biblical stories, the poet 
shows that the biblical stories are just stories, thereby undermining their status as sacred 
texts containing indisputable truths. Once again, it is important to acknowledge that oa 
Magogodi, as a male performance poet, stages his opposition to inherited narratives that 
promote misogynous behaviour and attitudes. In doing so, he speaks out against gender 
inequality and joins a feminist collective in his outspoken critique of sexism in society.     
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3.3. Rescuing Eve  
 
Both oa Magogodi and Sam seem to regard the Christian church as an institution that 
manipulates religious text and mythology to exploit women. Sam‘s poem, ―Eve‖ 
(2002)124 tackles the creation myth and illustrates how it has been used as a tool to show 
women as evil, deceptive and weak. The poem simply titled ―Eve‖ is one of the few 
performances by a woman on the Sprite Hip-hop Expressions (2002) CD. Sprite Hip-
hop Expressions is mainly a mix of South African black hip-hop talent. The poem is 
performed to a haunting background sound. The poem heavily alludes to the Christian 
creation myth. Esther Fuchs observes that ―the story of woman‘s creation from man and 
his subsequent victimisation by her is unquestionably one of the most influential stories 
in western literary tradition‖ (1985: 117).125 The creation myth then is used as the basis 
for some who argue that women are weak, immoral and inferior to men. Phyllis Trible 
notes this tendency:  
According to traditional interpretations, the narrative in Genesis 
2:7 to 3:24 is about Adam and Eve. It proclaims male superiority 
and female inferiority as the will of God. It portrays woman as 
‗temptress‘ a troublemaker who is dependent upon and dominated 
by her husband. (1978: 72)126 
 
Adam, in Genesis, is portrayed as the master of the Garden of Eden; he is given the 
power to name all things in it, including the woman. David Clines says ―name-giving in 
the ancient Orient was primarily an exercise of sovereignty, of command‖ (1990: 3).127 
After God creates woman from a rib taken from Adam in Genesis 2:23, Adam 
proclaims ―this is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called 
‗woman‘‖ (Genesis 2:23).  Later in Chapter Three of Genesis we are told that ―Adam 
named his wife Eve because she would become the mother of all the living‖ (Genesis 
3:20). Clines further notes ―the naming of the woman by the man signifies his authority 
over her‖ (1990: 39). Sam resists being named by anyone else, thereby signifying his 
power over her, by naming herself at the beginning of the poem, saying ―my name is 
Eve‖ (2002: l.1). 
 The poem also begins by taking and subverting the form of the confession, a 
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significant tool popular in Christianity. Michel Foucault has offered important analysis 
regarding the use of the confession. Foucault‘s The History of Sexuality (1990) 
investigates how practices of sexual confession were intrinsically linked with the 
discipline and control of both the body and society. Foucault observes that ―the 
confession has spread its effects far and wide‖ (1990: 59). He argues that the confession 
plays a part in every part of everyday life and people are forced to confess every minor 
thought and sin. He notes that ―not only will you confess to acts contravening the law, 
but you will seek to transform your desire, your every desire into discourse‖ (1990: 21).  
The speaker of the poem is depicted as having to confess her sexual deviance and 
transform her deviance into dialogue. However, to receive atonement she has to confess 
to a person in authority who will then judge her discourse before informing her that she 
is forgiven. Mike Hepworth and Bryan Turner observe that ―to confess is to speak fully 
of one‘s sins for a person with authority to hear‖ (1982: 6).128 Foucault argues that the 
person in authority to whom confessions were made from the eighteenth to the mid-
twentieth century was the priest but that power has recently shifted to the psychiatrist or 
psychologist. Sam highlights that in certain societies the person of authority to whom 
one makes confessions has remained the patriarchal head of the church. Though the 
confession is made in private to a priest in the Catholic tradition, other churches, like 
the one the speaker in the poem attends, have testimonials which are part praise and 
part confession. The poem begins with the apparent confession of the speaker of her 
sexual deviance and continues to ―praise him‖ (l.15) meaning God, ―for delivering‖ 
(l.16) her from her sexuality. 
 In an attempt to illustrate her religious devoutness the speaker states that she 
goes to ―church every Sunday‖ (l.3). This foregrounds the fact that she is a loyal 
Christian who attends church every Sunday as a testament to how devout she is. She 
says ―heaven is in the sky they say / and hell is down below‖ (ll.4-5).  By including the 
words, ―they say‖ (l.4), she reinforces the hearsay inherent in these so-called 
certainties. That ―the bible reads it / God command it‖ (ll.7-8) illustrates how easily an 
androcentric reading of the Bible is perpetuated, in the sense that there is no disputing 
such a commanding authority. Motsei, noting how certain readings of the Bible can 
perpetuate sexist ideologies, argues that ―Man enjoys the great advantage of having a 
god endorse the code he writes‖ (2007: 95). She notes: ―Since man exercises a 
sovereign authority over women, it is especially fortunate that this authority has been 
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vested in him by the Supreme Being‖ (2007: 95). The speaker says, ―my pastor tells me 
that God will forgive my sins / virginity is my ticket to rise / will get me a position in 
front of the line‖ (ll.9-11). The pastor has a certain power over Eve, as a woman. He is 
able to exercise it by simply saying it is God‘s will. Mallory Nye129 argues that: 
The male creator god is no more than a matter of men writing their 
political dominance on to ‗heaven‘, and institutions which men 
produce for such a god, particularly churches are key tools for 
controlling women. (2003: 79) 
 
―Eve‖ shows how women‘s sexuality is controlled by a male created god. Virginity in 
the Christian narrative is shown as the ticket to heaven and women are told that if they 
are not virgins then they will lose their place in heaven. Yet men‘s virginity is not given 
such value. Kevin Rushby notes that ―whatever one‘s own paradise might be there is 
always a border to that place, a separation from normality‖ (2006: xiii).130 In the 
Christian sense the border is the sky. Eve is further away from ―heaven … in the sky‖ 
(l.4) because she is not a virgin. Eve, in the poem, like the biblical Eve, has fallen from 
grace because of her sexual knowledge. Rushby notes that Christianity identifies the 
attainment ―of sexual knowledge as the catalyst‖ (2006: xiii) for the fall. He argues 
that:  
The need for separation is one reason why the Genesis story of 
Eden is such as effective myth: Adam and Eve are expelled 
because of their own failings and the gates are firmly closed 
behind them, never to be reopened until those failings are 
recognised and conquered. (2006: xiii) 
 
That is why confession and especially sexual confession is deemed vital. Eve will not 
be allowed back into ‗paradise‘ unless she recognises her sin, which is mainly her 
sexuality, confesses and conquers it. That is why after she has confessed, she says:  
some of my aunts and my friends in the congregation 
praise him 
for delivering me 
from the hell 
down below my waist line 
just underneath my tummy 
right there where my coarse curly hair is. (ll.14-20) 
 
Her confession has affirmed their beliefs and moral codes and has reinforced the belief 
system that women who are not virgins are not pure, and through her confession she 
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has conquered her deviant sexuality. Hepworth and Turner argue that confession acts as 
a tool to reinforce the moral beliefs of those in power. They state that confession has 
―important ideological consequences in legitimising the moral order and legal force‖ 
(1982: 39). According to the church mentioned in the poem, a woman loses her place in 
heaven if she practices premarital sex but her confession, which reinforces their beliefs, 
absolves her. She has confessed to her church and legitimised the belief that premarital 
sex is evil. In addition, she has shown remorse and is therefore allowed back into the 
congregation. Hepworth and Turner note that ―confession is part of a symbolic system, 
in which, after suitable expiation, the repentant sinner may return to the community‖ 
(1982: 37). They also observe that ―one‘s complete statement of guilt had to be 
accompanied by outward symbols — humility, bitterness, effacement — of inner 
contrition‖ (1982: 7). The speaker, in proclaiming how she has been delivered from 
―from the hell / down below my waist line‖ (ll.17-18), can be interpreted as an 
expression of guilt, bitterness and self-effacement. At this point she enacts her 
acceptance of her femininity being synonymous with hell.   
From the second stanza of the poem the confessional format is jettisoned, and 
the poem becomes angry and subversive. The poet boldly states that ―it‘s quite all right 
if I don‘t use it / I will be through the pearly gates as long as I don‘t lose it‖ (ll.21-23). 
Her sexuality here is reduced to the sexless, impersonal pronoun ―it,‖ becoming an 
unutterable object that is both valued and deplored.  Aware of the politics that are 
bound to her virginity she states that all is well ―as long as I don‘t lose / it to some 
brother that is not in my church‖ (ll.22-23). She understands that the people in 
authority, advancing the hetero-normative agenda, want the girls to remain chaste just 
so the men in the church can marry untouched ‗pure‘ virgins. Motsei, aware of this 
double standard regarding women and morality, notes:  
Woman is the bearer of the cross of morality while the man is 
allowed to sow his wild seeds as widely as his organ can reach 
while at the same time expecting to marry a woman whose body is 
regarded as ‗pure‘.  (2007: 46) 
 
This is a double standard that the speaker in the poem also observes: she sees that the 
men in the church are not so pure themselves. She observes one of them keeping ―a 
tight grip / on his virginity / while fucking me in his brain‖ (ll.25-27). The hypocrisy of 
the institutionalised church in this moment is evident, and women are always reduced 
to sexual object, whether or not they actually have sex.  
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 The church has always propagated a hetero-normative narrative. Ursula King 
highlights the definition of the legitimate partner: ―Christianity drew the line at 
monogamous marriage and laid down the principle of exclusively procreative ends 
within that conjugal relationship‖ (2009: 14).131 The internalisation of this social script 
is evident in ―things will be fine / I‘ll get married / have kids / a nice house and a dog‖ 
(ll.30-33). Motsei notes: ―In their praise of womanhood, male religious leaders mainly 
focus their attention on women as bearers of children‖ (2007: 91). The poet and Motsei 
both seem to believe that a patriarchal code, limiting a woman‘s sexual activities to 
procreative ends, is potentially restrictive and only reinforces the inferiority of women 
in society. 
 The Christian church may be seen as being mainly patriarchal but it is a 
patriarchy that is supported and sustained by matriarchy. In the first stanza the 
speaker‘s aunts praise God for ‗delivering‘ Eve from her sexuality (ll.14-16). In doing 
so they are complicit in perpetuating the idea of woman as weak temptress to be 
denigrated. The third stanza begins by stating, ―Sis your God-fearing mother will blurt / 
don‘t bring her little bastard into my house / she will curse‖ (ll.34-36). The ―God-
fearing mother,‖ like the aunts in the church, endorses the patriarchal code that 
condemns Eve and her offspring. Motsei notes that the story of ―Adam and Eve focused 
on the evil power of a woman as opposed to a man‘s [in]ability to take responsibility 
for his actions‖ (2007: 100). Eve‘s condemnation reinforces the guilt piled onto 
women: only the woman and her offspring are tainted with (original) sin while the boy 
who impregnated Eve escapes without repercussions for his actions. This poem 
attempts to rewrite the story and thus challenge the church‘s condemnation of women 
as evil. Emphasising the negativity linked with her sexuality, Eve in the poem repeats 
―honest to God you can tell that / hell is down below my waist line‖ (ll.38-39). This 
time, however, she adds ―never mind that kid when you were smouldering with desire‖ 
(l.42). The addition of this observation has the effect of redirecting at least some of the 
blame to the mutually consenting man who fathered the ―kid‖ because he was unable to 
contain his ‗smouldering‘ (hellish) desire. 
 The poem questions the moral double standard in operation here.  Phyllis Trible 
offers a useful definition of this double standard:  
The concept of a double standard of morality refers to our code of 
sexual norms which persistently encourages or condones sexual 
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promiscuity in men (and boys) as a display of masculinity and 
male aggression whilst condemning it in women, (and girls) as a 
sign of unfeminine, shameful or pathological behaviour. (1978: 4) 
  
In the poem this allows the role of the boy who has impregnated Eve to be conveniently 
forgotten by his mother and the congregation. The boy escapes un-castigated while the 
girl is condemned, having tempted the boy with the ‗hell below‘ her waist. Aware of 
the reality that the boy will escape without much shame, the speaker proclaims: ―your 
parents won‘t smell the fuck that opened me up / and let leak my sewer―(ll.46-47). The 
equation drawn between the vagina and a sewer is deliberately shocking, and 
emphasises the inevitable denigration of the female body as dirty and polluted.  
 All the anger that is resonant in the poem accumulates in the last two stanzas. It 
is anger directed primarily at the male lack of responsibility.  Eve‘s anger is evident in 
her language which becomes increasingly harsh and charged with paradox: ―get 
married to your sperm before you come bastards / love your babies before they are born 
/ and not afterwards‖ (ll.50-52). Here, in a cumulative gesture, sexual politics and 
gender inequality are exposed as interlinked. The poem highlights that a man‘s desire to 
have sexual intercourse with a virgin is purely for the sake of his ego. She states ―how I 
screamed / ‗cos you were the man / and how important it is now that you have a virgin‖ 
(ll.53-55). In addition, the implication is that virginity is not valued because of ―the 
purity of the mother, / for the sanctity of the baby / or even for the honour of the father‖ 
(ll.56-58). It is primarily to appease the man‘s ego. The suggestion is that the man 
receives pleasure from hearing her screams, which is a guarantee and confirmation of 
her virginity.   
One cannot help but hear the accusation of rape as the narrative unfolds: the boy 
boasts about her ―moans and groans‖ (l.59) when he was ―entering repeatedly‖ (l.61). 
This shows how potentially violent heterosexual relationships can be for women, both 
physically and emotionally. Her deflowering is merely something to boast about. He 
does not care about the repercussions for the girl that he had been fucking ―in his brain‖ 
(ll.27). She is merely a conquest. And now that she has been conquered he will not 
―marry [her] / because [she is] not a virgin‖ (ll.62-63). This highlights Motsei‘s 
observation that in a society dominated by double standards, a man is allowed to sow 
his ―wild seeds as widely as his organ can reach‖ (2007: 46) and yet still expect to 
marry a virgin. Considering the possibility that he might one day be a respected 
member of his church, he too will chastise ‗impure‘ temptresses in the future, he too 
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will call some children bastards as he casually walks away from Eve without any shame 
or responsibility. At this point the speaker no longer refers to her vagina as the ―hell‖ 
below her waist but she does use the word ―hell‖ one last time: ―God forbid / you forget 
my cries from hell / when you laid your hands in me / when you were entering 
repeatedly‖ (ll.64–67). This time she is using God to her advantage. He is no longer the 
distant God with whom she communicates via a male pastor but rather a God that will 
not allow the boy to forget about the pain that she went through, her ―cries from hell‖ 
(l.65).  
This poem like ―Samson and deli(e)lah‖ questions interpretations of the Bible 
that are skewed to favour patriarchy and they also expose how matriarchy works in 
reinforcing sexist attitudes. All three of these poems illustrate that a preoccupation with 
the politics surrounding gender inequality is prevalent in contemporary performance 
poetry. The poets are deeply involved in the politics of identity and interrogate 
previously unquestioned assumptions. The next chapter, ‗Re-imagining the Past and 
Present,‘ will explore how identities and responses in society are reconstructed and 
challenged on the poetic platform.  
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Chapter Four: Re-imagining the Past and Present 
It is within this hybridised space of urban culture that claims are 
made on the way the past is remembered, understood and enacted in 
the present, and where battles over the interconnected questions of 
memory, identity, and representation are being most intensely fought.                   
—Jude Clark 
 
Introduction 
 
Contemporary performance poetry exhibits traces of izibongo. History plays a huge part 
in the role of imbongi. The University of KwaZulu Natal‘s website states: ―An Imbongi 
is usually judged by his [sic] knowledge of history‖ (2009:1).132  It highlights ―historical 
knowledge [as] central for the poets‘ role‖ (1) in mediating ―between ruler and ruled‖ 
(1). The site asserts that ―such mediation is based upon an intimate knowledge of 
ancestral lineage and past conduct‖ (1). In ―76‖ (2001) Molekane illustrates his 
knowledge of his ancestral lineage. His poem explores the pain young people had to 
endure in 1976 in their attempt to challenge Apartheid‘s legislation. The poem stresses 
that not much has changed for young people since then. The poet becomes a mediator 
between the ruler and the ruled and the poem informs the ruler that the dire reality for 
certain people during Apartheid has not changed drastically at grass roots level. They 
have ―still got it worse‖ (2001: l.48). Through his historical knowledge he, like Andrea 
Gibson, is able to be more critical of the present. Andrea Gibson‘s poem, ―Eli‖ (2003) 
explores how dangerous a capitalist-driven society is for the ―black, brown and poor‖ 
(2003: l.29). In the poem Gibson expresses her anger at how the ruled are merely used 
as collateral and the rulers are the only ones who really profit.   
―So Neat They Were‖ (2004) by Dennis Brutus illustrates the traumatic effects 
of history. His poem is his cathartic attempt at articulating the pain. ―Mumia‖ (2005) 
also by Dennis Brutus, explores the history of unfair incarceration and how it affected 
Mumia Abu Jamal, a prominent journalist. ―Holy City (A Jozi Praise-Poem)‖ (2004) by 
Chris Thurman exhibits a profound knowledge of the history of Johannesburg and the 
Izibongo tradition. This poem provides a productive conclusion to my study in its 
acknowledgment that though Johannesburg, and South Africa in general, might have 
emerged from a tumultuous past, the future looks promising. All the poems in this 
chapter show a link between the history and the present and thus attempt to forge a way 
ahead without being didactic. 
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4.1. Race and Class in “Eli” and “76”  
 
Aristotle notes that the ―difference between the historian and the poet is not that the one 
writes in prose and the other in verse‖ but rather the ―difference is that the one tells of 
what has happened, the other of the kinds of things that might happen‖ (2000: 42, 
43).133  In this section I will examine how Tumi Molekane‘s ―76‖134 and Andrea 
Gibson‘s ―Eli,‖135 tackle particular aspects of history, acknowledging that they are not 
objective versions of what happened, but rather a re-enactment of what might have 
happened.   
Emmanuel Ngara136 suggests that the ―subject matter of a poem and its 
ideological content cannot be separated from the social and economic conditions under 
which it is created‖ (1990: 14). ―While writers are relatively speaking independent of 
history‖ notes Ngara, ―form is socially conditioned,‖ and styles ―arise as a result of 
historical and social factors‖ (1990: 13). Gibson is a white American poet and 
Molekane is a black South African poet. Nonetheless, both poets tackle issues of racial 
and class inequalities and a few similarities regarding their style of performing can be 
discerned. They both recite slowly, with a rhythmic hip-hop influenced flow. Both 
evoke emotion as their voices rise and drop according to the content. Through an 
analysis of the content of their poetry the similarity in concerns will be highlighted. The 
chief common concern is exploited working class labour. 
The phenomenon of how labour is translated into commodity in a capitalist 
society is discussed by Karl Marx in ―Wage Labour and Capital‖ (2004: 659–664). He 
observes that ―the workers exchange their commodity, labor power, for a commodity of 
the capitalist, for money, and this exchange takes place in a specific ratio‖ (2004: 659). 
This can be observed in the use of black labour force during the rule of the Apartheid 
government in South Africa. The black man exchanged his commodity, labour power, 
for white capitalist‘s money. The wages were considerably low as a result of legislation 
ensuring white people would earn higher wages than their black counterparts. The un-
stated reason for Apartheid legislation in South Africa was economic, namely, to 
exploit black people as cheap labour. It was only later, similar to white America, that 
they introduced racial prejudices to justify their exploitation. The Apartheid regime saw 
                                                 
133
   ―The Poetics, ‗Plot‘‖ (2000: 39-43). 
134
   The poem is attached as Addendum J. 
135
  The poem is attached as Addendum K.. 
136
   Ideology and Form in African Poetry: Implications for Communication (1990). 
98 
no need to provide adequate education for black people as they were planning on only 
educating them to be gardeners, maids and miners, to name a few career paths that were 
available to black people. It is this demeaning and inadequate education system that 
contributed to the 1976 June 16 student uprising in Soweto, and other parts of the 
country, which was the catalyst for the eventual dismantling of Apartheid legislation. 
―76‖ explores the turmoil and hatred that sparked the June 1976 youth uprising.  He 
proclaims that ―76 was not a good year‖ (2001: l.3). 
Andrea Gibson in ―Eli‖ (2003) examines how only the ―black, brown and poor‖ 
(2003: l.29) are recruited to fight for America‘s economic imperialism. In this case the 
―black, brown and poor‖ who fight the so-called ‗War on Terror‘ also exchange, as 
Marx notes, their ―commodity, labor power, for a commodity of the capitalist‖ (2004: 
659) for minimum wages. Anne McClintock notes that America‘s ‗War on Terror‘ is 
merely one of America‘s economic imperial conquests: 
During the Reagan era, the US instituted … a bullying debt-
servicing policy towards poorer countries, bolstered by aggressive 
competition with them on the market, and defended by sporadic 
fits of military gangsterism, as in Grenada and Panama. The 
cataclysmic war in the Gulf served only to underscore the point.  
(2004: 1193)137 
 
The bullying of smaller countries is a process and has continued into the new 
millennium, the ‗War on Terror‘ being a case in point. Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan 
argue that the United States‘ economy ―grew and expanded in the nineteenth century as 
a result of the unpaid labor of African slaves‖ (2004: 962).138 Like the Apartheid 
government the Bush administration grew rich by exploiting the ―black, brown and 
poor.‖ It is clear that both Molekane and Gibson are aware of the violence inherent in 
capitalism, a system that exploits the young, ―black, brown and poor.‖ The young, 
black, brown and poor contribute significantly to production that helps the capitalist 
system flourish but they are reduced to mere commodities. Karl Marx in ―Capital‖ 
(2004: 665–673) points out that ―a commodity is, in the first place, an object outside us, 
a thing that by its properties satisfies human wants of some sort or another‖ (665). 
Aristotle, commenting on tragedy notes that ―the authors keep to the names of 
real people, the reason being that what is possible is credible‖ (2000: 43). The main 
character in ―76‖ is an unnamed young boy but the poem does allude to Hector 
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Pieterson.  Aristotle notes ―in some tragedies only one or two of the names are well 
known, and the rest are fictitious‖ (43) further adding that there are indeed ―some in 
which nothing is familiar‖ (43).  None of the fallen soldiers in ―Eli‖ are known but she 
lists their first names: ―Michael 19... Steven 21... John 33‖ (2003: l.26) and notices how 
ironic it is ―that their deaths sound like bible verses‖ (l.27). The reference to the Bible 
verses an indictment of how America has used Christianity to justify their war.  
―76‖ mourns the loss of childhood caused by Apartheid that the 1976 uprising 
was resisting. ―Eli‖ mourns the loss of childhood in America‘s campaign in Iraq. The 
speaker in ―76‖ describes how ―bullets rang‖ (2001: l.8) and ―several kids ran‖ (l.9). 
The lines are meant to shock the audience, especially because children are the ones 
fleeing from the bullets. He again refers to their corrupted and ruined youth when he 
describes how the presumably white soldier is going to ―pay‖ (l.25) for ―making 
martyrs of young‖ (l.27) ones. Though Eli is not as young as the protagonist in ―‘76,‖ 
Gibson still mourns that ―Eli's only twenty-four and I've never seen eyes / further away 
from childhood than his‖ (2003: ll.7-8). 
Most of the violence in ―Eli‖ occurs away from the battlefields, suggesting that 
war has far reaching consequences and the psychological violence it causes is worse 
than the physical: ―Jeff Lucey came back from Iraq / and hung himself in his parent‘s 
basement with a garden hose‖ (2003: ll.66-67). This psychological trauma is reflected 
in ―76‖ when the one who kills admits that he ―still got it worse‖ (2001: l.48). This 
implies that living under the Apartheid regime makes him question whether he is 
―worthy‖ (l.36) to ―find mercy‖ (l.35). Yet importantly the poem does recognise that 
the soldier is merely a commodity like him and that is why the speaker ―cock[s] the 
rifle‖ (l.43) and shoots the soldier ―to silence his misery‖ (l.44). 
―Eli‖ demonstrates that the disenfranchised are conveniently discarded by ―the 
mansions of Washington‖ (2003:  l.72) once they are done being used as ―collateral 
damage‖ (l.71). Most of the young people who join the army have dreams of educating 
themselves yet the recruiters target exactly those who ―needed money for college‖ 
(l.44).  The soldiers return as an ―amputee on the third floor‖ (l.33) or to add to the 
statistics, ―one third of the homeless men‖ (l.55) in America being veterans. The 
dangerous but erratic patriotism of Americans is evident in them having ―the nerve to 
Support Our Troops / with pretty yellow ribbons‖ (ll.56-57) but will give ―nothing but 
dirty looks to their outstretched hands‖ (l.58). This attitude suggests that the soldiers are 
seen merely as commodities, or, as Marx noticed, the soldier ―works in order to live‖ 
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(2004: 660). When he returns from war he has to be assimilated into capitalist society 
in order for him not to end up homeless. He again becomes a commodity, desperately 
smiling over the counter, regurgitating the phrase ―welcome to McDonalds can I take 
your order‖ (2003: l.51). The speaker anticipates that this will keep recurring in history 
as she sees that war is economically driven, describing the war zones as insatiable 
―greedy war zones‖ (l.60). 
In ―76‖ the Apartheid regime is associated with ―gas mask[s]‖ (2001: l.12) and 
―tear gas cans‖ (l.13) and personified as the nameless white soldier the speaker hits 
down with his ―brick load of black wrath‖ (l.15).  The ―brick load of black wrath‖ (l.15) 
is possibly a reference to the ‗swart gevaar‘ or otherwise the ―black danger‖ that the 
white nation was taught to fear and to believe was evil. The speaker was indoctrinated 
to believe that he was inferior because of his ―black wrath‖ (l.15) but in the poem he 
realises that he can use the thing that he has been taught to hate about himself to his 
advantage. The 1976 student uprising did not bring the Apartheid regime down but it 
did bring international media attention to the plight of black South Africans and it 
increased the momentum of black resistance. The soldier is first brought down by a 
brick to remind us of the stones that the students actually used during the uprising to 
pelt the soldiers down. It is only at the end of the poem that the speaker actually shoots 
the soldier down and life finally ―escapes him‖ (l.49). 
The poem deals with the historical past of South Africa but is wholly aware that 
the effects of Apartheid rule have far reaching consequences. The poem was first 
performed in 2001 and the speaker constantly repeats, ―I still got it worse‖ (l.50). Yet 
the speaker might find healing and provide healing for individuals who are still feeling 
the effects of Apartheid rule. Dennis Walder has suggested that if ―literature is more 
than an escapist pastime, then it should be understood to offer a testimony to what 
concerns us as alive and thoughtful people‖ (1998: 5).139 He recognises that we are all 
―linked by forms of communication and politics which we will not be able to grasp 
without a grasp of the present, and the past‖ (1998: 5). It is apparent that both 
Molekane and Gibson are aware of this. Both poems address issues of politics and race 
that are prevalent in the present and the past. 
 ―76‖ and ―Eli‖ address the marginalised, be they poor, brown or black, who are 
used merely as collateral in capitalist society. The poems highlight the pain these 
marginalised people still feel even though they are led to believe that things have 
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changed. ―Eli‖ condemns the American government for sacrificing soldiers to uphold 
American imperialism. ―76‖ partly informs the new black politicians in South Africa 
that many who were involved in the resistance effort during Apartheid ―still have it 
worse‖ and their material conditions have not changed. The two poems clearly perform 
the imbongi’s role of mediating between the ruled and the ruled through their explicit 
knowledge of the past. These two poems deal with events that would invoke trauma, 
while Dennis Brutus deals with the traumatic consequences of history in ―So Neat They 
Were‖ (2004) whilst ―Mumia‖ (2005) is an attempt at eliciting communal response. 
 
4.2. Dennis Brutus and Trauma 
 
Dennis Brutus was
140
 a vocal social activist. During the Apartheid regime his attacks 
against the forces of Apartheid caused him to be shot in the back while trying to escape 
the police. He was arrested and sentenced to time on Robben Island which he refers to 
as ―apartheid‘s concentration camp‖ (2006: 71).141 After his sentence he ended up an 
exile in America. In a post-Apartheid reality he was vociferous in his criticism of the 
effect of natural disasters on the poorer people of the world. Pinsky argues that poetry 
―is a vocal imagining, ultimately social but essentially individual and inward‖ (2002: 
39). In ―So Neat They Were‖142 (2004) Brutus shows how poetry can serve a social role 
while still being personal. Some of Dennis Brutus‘s poetry illustrates the constant 
overlaps between the two ‗genres.‘ His poetry circulates mainly through written means 
but it contains performative aspects. ―Mumia‖ (2005), like many oral poems, addresses 
an imagined audience directly. Finnegan states that ―direct address to the audience‖ is 
―peculiarly appropriate to oral literature‖ (1977: 118). Brutus‘s ―So neat they were, so 
attractive‖ (2004) is not as obviously performative as ―Mumia‖ but it does exhibit some 
performative aspects. 
 ―So Neat They Were‖ describes how memories of the trauma he experienced 
during the Apartheid regime still haunt him in America. Bessel A. van der Kolk and 
Alexander C. Mc Farlane assert that ―experiencing trauma is an essential part of being 
human‖ (2004: 487) and that throughout history ―people have adapted to terrible life 
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events with flexibility and creativity‖ (487).143 Brutus uses his poetry as a tool to help 
him understand and negotiate his traumatic experience.  Van der Kolk and Mc Farlane 
observe that: 
Despite the human capacity to survive and adapt, traumatic 
experiences can alter people‘s psychological, biological, and social 
equilibrium to such a degree that the memory of one particular 
event comes to taint all other experiences, spoiling appreciation of 
the present. (488) 
 
This phenomenon is illustrated by the speaker of the poem. He is seemingly standing 
outside O‘Hare Airport when snowflakes begin to fall. He describes them as being ―so 
attractive / shapely with a jewel-like gleam‖ (2004: ll.1-2). Yet the beauty of the 
moment is tainted by his traumatic memories. The snowflakes which he just described 
as ―jewel-like‖ (l.2) are ―also so lethal‖ (l.3) and then become ―bullets‖ (l.6), which he 
regards with ―respect‖ (l.6) because he once had a ―bullet in [his] back‖ (l.5). 
His experience however is not abnormal. Van der Kolk and McFarlane confirm 
―involuntary intrusive memories [as] a normal way of responding to dreadful 
experiences‖ (2004: 489). The intrusive memory, as evidenced in the poem, signifies an 
important step in trauma.  Horwitz argues that: 
This repeated replaying of unsettling memories serves the function 
of modifying the emotions associated with the trauma, and in most 
cases creates a tolerance for the content of the memories. (In van 
der Kolk and McFarlane, 2004: 489) 
 
The speaker is able to better negotiate his traumatic memories with the aid of his 
creativity. At first he believes that the snow which he refers to as bullets ―might have 
plunged / blasted into my skull‖ (ll.7-8). He has been so traumatised by his past that he 
is unable to feel safe and is threatened by nature. Frightened, he urges himself to ―fight! 
Fight!‖ (l.8). He later remarks that due to ―a lucky escape,‖ (l.9) or his ―prudence,‖ 
(l.10) he was unhurt. The traumatic memory is so overpowering that ultimately the 
‗innocent‘ snow remains a threat. 
The poem demonstrates the difficulty of leaving the past behind. The speaker 
feels as if past events are going to recur, hence the need to always be on the defensive. 
Yet he knows that he must not allow his past to engulf him. In the same instance, he 
must not forget his past. Hana Pichova comments on the traumatised exile: 
If the émigré retreats utterly into the past, subsiding solely in a 
realm shaped by memories, then he or she becomes trapped, 
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imprisoned in an illusory world that strips meaning and relevance 
from the present. (2001: 5)144 
 
At the end of the poem the speaker finally stops referring to the snow in threatening 
terms and calls it ―snow‖ (l.11). Van der Kolk and McFarlane note that in ―biblical 
mythology, Adam‘s first and main task in Paradise was to give names to the animals; 
the act of naming made him master over creation‖ (2004: 488). The act of naming the 
snow is important as he begins to have control of his surroundings. The speaker is 
―inches deep in snow outside / O‘Hare Airport‖ (ll.11-12) with his ―feet tingling‖ 
(l.12). He becomes aware that he cannot retreat utterly into the past and thereby allow 
his memories to imprison him. He realises that he needs to retain a grasp of his past as 
it informs his present and future so his feet are ―tingling‖ (l.12) as opposed ―to lying / a 
corpse staining new-fallen snow‖ (2004: ll.13-14). He is now aware that allowing his 
intrusive memories to control him fully will prevent him from becoming a fully 
functioning human being. This poem addresses the far reaching consequences of 
Apartheid and shows the speaker‘s personal experience. However, it is a wholly 
recognisable experience in post-Apartheid South Africa. The poem epitomises Robert 
Pinsky‘s view that ―poetry is a vocal imagining, ultimately social but essentially 
individual and inward‖ (2002: 39). 
―Mumia‖145 (2005) on the other hand is more urgent in its social conscience. The 
poem addresses what is widely viewed as the unfair incarceration of Mumia Abu Jamal, 
an African American journalist. It is dedicated and addressed to Jamal, at first referring 
to him in the third person and then addressing him directly towards the end of the 
poem.  ―Mumia‖ is a poem marked by repetition, a characteristic of oral poetry. The 
effect of the repetition of the eponymous subject‘s name (ll.7,20) creates a sense of 
urgency. The repetition of ―death row‖ (2005: ll.2,10,12,14) adds rhythm and also a 
sense of urgency and gravitas. The poem begins with Mumia ―surrounded by the 
shadows‖ (2005: l.1). The use of the word ―shadows‖ (l.1) implies that there is a dark 
force that tries to hide itself but is engulfing him, seemingly overpowering him. The 
speaker alludes to the Bible verse, Psalm 23:4, proclaiming ―they want to make him 
walk that valley‖ (l.3).  The verse ―yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow 
of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me‖ 
(Psalm 23: 4) is significant as it illustrates the dark valley that Mumia is walking 
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through but it invokes some sort of hope as it states ―I will fear no evil: for thou art with 
me‖ (Psalm 23: 4). It also possibly suggests that there is hope for Mumia, and if there is 
none, he can be comforted by the fact that is not alone. 
The speaker draws a comparison between Mumia and Jonny Gammage, who 
also ―knows‖ (l.4) the valley of death. Jonny Gammage was an African American who 
according to Pete Shells ―was murdered at the hands of five police officers on Highway 
51 on October 12, 1995.‖ The speaker shows how grossly unfair Mumia‘s sentence on 
death row is by comparing it to Jonny‘s death on Highway 51. He demonstrates that the 
sentence is as horrifying as an innocent man being beaten up by the police. The 
comparison also suggests the devaluing of African American lives in America. Yet 
despite Jonny Gammage‘s unjust death, Brutus counters that Mumia‘s ―voice is strong 
for justice‖ (l.5). The line suggests that there might be hope and justice for Mumia as he 
is able to talk for himself. It is also important that the speaker states ―his voice is 
strong‖ (l.5) as he has not allowed anyone to silence him. Pichova notes that ―the option 
not to write results in silence, solitude and ironically an acceptance of one‘s own 
banishment‖ (2001: 8). 
This poem like many performance poems invokes a communal spirit and seems 
to wish to elicit response and support in its audience even though it is primarily 
addressing Mumia. Ngara asserts that poetry‘s source of life is ―its capacity to appeal to 
and influence people‖ (1990: 194). Mumia is fighting not only for his own freedom but 
for all who have suffered racial abuse, ―for freedom he is strong‖ (l.6). Mumia‘s 
struggle is not solitary but collective. The speaker again evoking the communal spirit, 
states ―you‘re never fighting alone‖ (l.9).  The poem serves to elicit support and to give 
Mumia support too. 
The speaker believes that the power of the voice must be used in order to ensure 
Mumia‘s freedom, evident in the repetition of the word ―voice‖ (ll.5,16). Mumia‘s 
voice is important. He was a journalist before he was arrested and he is still one whilst 
in prison. His determination to keep writing and letting his voice be heard is significant. 
Pichova observes ―for a once active writer, to respond with a blank page is to confirm 
and participate in personal and public forgetting‖ (2001: 8). Demonstrating the power 
of Mumia‘s voice, the speaker recites: 
out of the shadows his voice echoes 
Thousands of Black youth 
And it shatters lies and silence 
With the thunder of its truth. (ll.16-19) 
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Mumia has to keep speaking out so that he can get ―out of the shadows‖ (l.16) and be 
heard. Pichova believes ―silence erases the person from the collective memory of those 
left behind‖ (2001: 8). But because of Mumia‘s ‗voicing out‘ his resistance, he reaches 
―thousands of black youth‖ (l.17) who are probably unfairly incarcerated like he is. 
Therefore his telling his story reaches the collective and his story cannot thus be 
forgotten or silenced. Pichova adds that silence also ―diminishes personal memory, 
inasmuch as writing provides for a recovery of past mementos‖ (2001: 8). Likewise, 
Dennis Brutus ensures that Mumia‘s story will not be forgotten by celebrating the 
journalist‘s life in a poem.  
 At the end of the poem the speaker asks Mumia if he can hear them ―march 
along‖ (l.21) to his ―words that spoke for freedom‖ (l.22), letting Mumia know that his 
words are not forgotten and that they serve as the rhythm and foundation of their 
struggle. The end of the poem presents a shift in perspective. In an attempt to open 
dialogue he asks if they are heard by Mumia. This poem exemplifies the democratic 
nature of performance poetry. It breaks down the barrier that normally separates the 
poet from the audience. This poem illustrates how performance poetry elicits dialogue 
and that the response of the audience to a poem is just as important as the actual 
message of the poem.  
Like Molekane‘s and Gibson‘s poetry, Dennis Brutus‘s poems show how the 
past will always inform the present. The poets suggest that one has to interrogate and 
fully comprehend the past in order to understand the present. Though the speaker of 
―So Neat They Were‖ at first struggles with the traumatic past, he understands that a 
balance has to be struck between remembering and not being totally engulfed by those 
memories. Brutus‘s poetry shows the cathartic potential of writing and hearing poetry. 
―Mumia,‖ like ―Black Stacey‖ and ―The Revolution will not be Televised,‖ is a call for 
collective action, in eliciting support for people for are unfairly incarcerated. In the next 
section, the idea of praise poetry is interestingly subverted. ―Holy City (A Jozi Praise-
Poem)‖ (2004) both praises and severely criticises Johannesburg. Though it chronicles 
the dark past like the other poems in the chapter, ―Holy City (A Jozi Praise-Poem)‖ like 
―Mumia‖ is a creative anticipation of a better life in the future. 
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4. 3. Reconstructing and Re-imagining Jozi 
 
―Holy City (A Jozi Praise-Poem)‖146 (2004) by Chris Thurman is a hybrid text that 
contains elements of traditional African praise poetry and contemporary performance 
poetry. An understanding of traditional African ‗praise poetry‘ is needed for the 
analysis of Thurman‘s contemporary ‗praise poem.‘ Jeff Opland offers significant 
insight into imbongi in South Africa and his work may be productively employed to 
read ―Holy City (A Jozi Praise-Poem).‖ Opland notes that the tradition of oral poetry 
was prevalent among the Xhosa people ―before they were introduced to writing for 
literary purposes by Christian missionaries in the early nineteenth century‖ (1998: 4).147 
Opland notices that the ―most prominent figure is the court poet, or imbongi‖ (1998: 4). 
He discerns four different kinds of poetic production in the Xhosa oral tradition, though 
he recognises that there is no ―rigid classification applicable to every performer‖ (1998: 
5). The four kinds of poetic production are: ―improvising, memorising, the refined 
improvising of the Imbongi and writing form the Xhosa poetic tradition‖ (1998: 5). 
These classifications are hardly rigid and allow fluid movement as Opland illustrates: 
―The literate imbongi may compose his poetry in performance in addition to writing 
izibongo for publication‖ (1998: 5). 
The imbongi is distinguished from other poets through his/her use of descriptive 
language, rich in idioms. Opland observes that ―an imbongi plays a particular role, 
serves an official function‖ (1998: 10). Because of the imbongi‘s gift she/he is aware 
that she/he is ―expected to perform at ceremonies of importance‖ (1998: 10).  Duncan 
Brown states ―with urbanisation following rapidly on colonial occupation, oral forms‖ 
in Southern Africa ―began to be,  indeed continue to be, adapted to changing industrial 
and political situations‖ (1999: 3).148 African oral poetry began to be used as a vehicle 
for protest in South Africa during the Apartheid regime. The form of izibongo, in post-
Apartheid South Africa, is used to celebrate and honour traditional African art forms 
and to show their current relevance.  
The imbongi‘s role is not only limited to that of a praise poet but extended to 
acting as a historian, critic, translator and many more. A.C Jordan describes the 
imbongi as a chronicler, ―praising what is worthy and decrying what is unworthy‖ 
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(1973: 59-60).149  A narrow interpretation of the role of the ‗praise poet‘ denies the 
imbongi the ability to traverse what Homi Bhaba describes as an ―in-between space‖ 
(1994) for renegotiation of identity.150 Bhabha states: 
These inbetween spaces provide the terrain for elaborating 
strategies of selfhood – singular or communal – that initiate new 
signs of identity, and innovative signs of collaboration, and 
contestation, in the act of defining the idea of society itself. (1994: 
2) 
 
―Holy City (A Jozi Praise- Poem)‖ operates in this in-between space. It signals that 
contemporary South African culture is hybrid and that many cultures and art forms can 
form innovative collaborations. The imbongi, and Thurman in ―Holy City (A Jozi 
Praise-Poem) negotiate within these in-between spaces which allows them to be hybrid 
and possibly subversive. 
The speaker introduces the hybrid ambiguous nature of the city in the first line. 
Addressing Johannesburg he states, ―still you haunt our dreams‖ (2004: l.1). The use of 
the word ―still‖ might be an intertextual response to ―City Johannesburg‖ (1981) by 
Mongane Wally Serote, which suggests that the trauma of the past haunts the present. 
Jude Clark notes that ―any discussion of ‗urban culture‘ seems rooted in the complex 
relationship between memory and history on the one hand, and culture and power on 
the other‖ (2003: 4).151  The use of the pronoun ―our‖ (l.1) highlights the fact that the 
residents of Johannesburg share a common history, memory and culture which in 
varying degrees haunts all. The word ―haunt‖ (l.1) suggests that the history of the city 
will continue to disturb the residents and cannot easily be forgotten. The linking of the 
past with the present in the poem is often used by imbongi. As a hybrid form the 
izibongo is able to effortlessly link the past with the present as the imbongi has what 
Ahmed describes as a ―superior understanding of both cultures‖ (1996: 286). 
 The beginning of the poem challenges what Shaun Irlam describes as ―easy 
assumptions that South Africa‘s dark past no longer casts shadows across the future‖ 
(2004: 696).152 The speaker describes the ―Jo‘burg City skyline‖ (l.2) as being ―more 
African / than Table Mountain‖ (ll.2-3). He clearly acknowledges the significance of 
the memory and history behind the ―Jo‘burg City skyline‖ (l.2) This might imply that 
that Table Mountain has been claimed for tourist consumption, making it not as readily 
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available to people staying in South Africa as is the ―Jo‘burg City skyline‖ (l.2) is. 
Table Mountain, as a tourist spectacle, exhibits the complex relationship between 
culture and power. Those who have power have appropriated a natural phenomenon, 
Table Mountain, and turned it into a commodity. Clark notes:  
Over the last decade South African cities have undergone 
relatively large and rapid shifts and contemporary urban spaces 
have come to represent in real, and symbolic or imagined ways, 
political/cultural movement, transition and social change. (2003: 4) 
 
Many would argue that Cape Town has been transformed into an un-African space 
which shows the effects of global capitalism. The male narrator in the South African 
novel, The Quiet Violence of Dreams (2001) by K. Sello Duiker, remarks that ―In some 
places in Cape Town you don‘t feel like you are in Africa‖ (2001: 420). Yet though the 
―Jo‘burg City skyline‖ (l.2) is more African than Cape Town, the speaker notes that it is 
―celebrated / without sentiment‖ (ll.3-4). This ‗unsung‘ city of Johannesburg is thus 
deserving of some of the praise that is usually reserved for Cape Town.  
 The second stanza, illustrating the speaker‘s attempt to re-imagine the city, is 
full of religious imagery. Clark considers the act of re-imagining the city as an 
important one. She states ―it is a re-imagining that remembers the past while 
envisioning future survival within a postcolonial world of global capitalism‖ (2003: 5). 
The speaker, alluding to the crucifix, describes the ―Hillbrow Tower‖ (l.5) as a ―great 
cross with the arms broken off‖ (l.5). The cross signifies God‘s willingness to sacrifice 
his only son for all people.  The implied strength in the Hillbrow tower is undermined 
by the fact that its arms are ―broken off‖ (l.5).  This suggests that people cannot find 
solace in the Hillbrow tower, or in any other buildings in Johannesburg, as they would 
in the crucifix. The loss of its arms suggests that the Hillbrow tower was once powerful, 
perhaps as a cultural landmark, but is now mutilated.   
The speaker cannot tell whether the city‘s ―heart‖ (l.6) is ―bruised‖ (l.6) or 
―puffed with pride‖ (l.6). This is a poignant reminder of Apartheid‘s legacy and the gap 
between the rich and the poor that it engineered. The speaker is aware that the city is a 
hybrid space where meaning, culture and memory are constantly contested and 
rewritten. Clark observes that ―South African urban spaces‖ (2003: 5) are essentially 
―important sites of knowledge production and agency‖ (5). Yet owing to its hybrid 
nature the construction of knowledge and agency is always in flux so therefore one 
―can never tell‖ (l.7) which narrative is dominant.  
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Clark notes that the city and urban spaces are often associated with ―urban 
decay, urban degeneration (and regeneration), urban crime, urban violence, urban terror 
— images of an alien and menacing space‖ (2003: 4). The poem introduces Ponte, a 
fifty story high rise in Hillbrow ―where ten stories of neon / have denied your Coca-
Cola suicide leap / and Vodacom tenants‘ death-in-life‖ (ll.8–10). Ponte is described as 
an ―alien and menacing space‖ (2003: 4). It is a space where people struggle for 
―survival within a postcolonial world of global capitalism‖ (2003: 5). The people who 
live in and near Ponte are exposed to the ―ten stories of neon‖ (l.8) which implies the 
amount of space used for advertising. The pun on ‗stories‘ might suggest the layers of 
fictions and lies that are necessary to sustain global capitalism. An invasion of space by 
foreign neon stories, and not stories of the residents, makes it an ―alien and menacing 
space‖ (2003: 4). The ―ten stories of neon‖ (l.8) on top of the decaying high rise, where 
thousands have to live in squalor, exemplifies how capitalism is only beneficial for 
huge multi-national companies.  
Clark identifies the effects of consumerism on people inhabiting urban spaces 
filled with advertising:  
Culture is increasingly impacted by commerce, and the penetration 
of commodity culture into every facet of daily life has become the 
major axis of relations of exchange through which corporations 
actively produce new increasingly effective forms of address.  
(2003: 8) 
 
The subjects in the poem feel invariably trapped by capitalism; every aspect of their life 
has been commodified. ―Coca Cola‖ denies them a ―suicide leap‖ (l.9) and they are 
forced to live a torturous life that is ruled by ―Vodacom‖ (l.10).  Clark also notes that 
urban spaces are marked by ―shifting social hierarchies and the accompanying cultural 
signifiers thereof seem most visible or amplified (2003: 5). In this instance the speaker 
notes how the residential flat, Ponte, has become a site where major companies contest 
for ownership. The replacement of Coca Cola, a multi-national company, by Vodacom, 
a South African company, exhibits what Clark refers to as visible an amplified ―shifting 
social hierarchies‖ (2003: 5) in South Africa.  
The speaker believes that the city is so alienating that even spaces meant to be 
comforting and caring are now seen as hostile. He describes Johannesburg General 
Hospital, which is just outside Hillbrow in Parktown, as an ―implacable concrete slab‖ 
(l.11). This institution that is supposed to offer medical treatment and nursing care is 
instead a concrete slab that refuses to ―stop being hostile‖ (2003: 449). Aware of the 
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fragile and complex power balance that these buildings represent, in creating memory 
and identity, the speaker notices ―all around these solid blocks hide secrets: / jagged 
buildings staggering to balance you‖ (ll.14-15). The ―you‖ (l.15) could be the reader, 
Johannesburg, its culture, identity and memory, or possibly the poor disenfranchised 
residents of Ponte.  Either way, the implication is that none of us will be sustained by 
the city‘s infrastructure. In fact, we are more likely to be harmed by its ―jagged‖ edges. 
 The poem focuses on the economic inequalities that are rife in South Africa in 
the short, two line, third stanza: ―away to the north your rich offspring / turn their backs 
on your aged frame‖ (ll.17-18). Irlam observes that:  
A deepening sense of political malaise appears to afflict the nation 
while the old inequities around which the war against apartheid 
was fought grow wider, more intractable, and more deeply 
entrenched in the social fabric of post-apartheid South Africa. 
(2004: 697) 
 
It is easy for the ―rich offspring‖ (l.17) to turn their backs on the urban decay because 
the economic disparities have now become so entrenched in society that they have 
become normalised. Irlam argues that ―society remains deeply divided racially and the 
gulf between rich and poor gapes wider than ever‖ (2004: 697). The gulf between the 
rich and poor is now so wide that the ―offspring‖ (l.17) who go away to the North feel 
no connection with the ―aged‖ (l.18) city though they too are products of it. It is 
significant that the speaker dedicates only two lines to the rich ―offspring‖ (l.17) which 
is possibly equivalent to the attention they afford the poor and disenfranchised. This 
praise poem about Johannesburg comments on what Clark describes as the ―material 
and psychological circumstances in which racialised differences are signified and 
lived‖ (2003: 4). The disenfranchised live in the decaying inner-city space where they 
are haunted by suicidal wishes and are plagued by capitalism, while the rich have the 
option to simply turn ―away to the north‖ (l.17). 
It is important to note the title of the poem, ―Holy City‖ and that the speaker‘s 
―faith has failed / often‖ (ll.19-20). Without labour and consumers the city would lose 
its power and relevance as an economic power, and the city‘s ‗holiness‘ is at first 
clearly ironic. Yet it is a space that is so powerful that despite the speaker‘s ―faith‖ 
(l.19) faltering, ―still‖ (l.21) it stands. The speaker calls it ―a stubborn grey silhouette‖ 
(l.21), suggesting it is merely an empty dark outline and shape, with no substance. 
Many migrants move to Johannesburg because of the promise of a better future, but the 
speaker says ―You do not promise to be a guardian‖ (l.22). The suggestion is that 
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people create their own memory and idea of what the city is.  
 Yet the description of the skyline of Johannesburg city as an empty ―a stubborn 
grey silhouette‖ (l.21) is recanted after the speaker decides that he ―will look you in the 
eyes, study you / intently, with perspective‖ (ll.25-26). He apologises for the earlier 
description, declaring, ―here I see you change‖ (l.30). This highlights how the city is 
always in dynamic flux, with constantly shifting hierarchies, a site where identities and 
memories are constantly contested. Seeing hope, he says:  
scattered light punches holes in the evening 
and you are full of contrast, 
a few colours even, 
as the setting sun makes you sparkle. (ll.31–34) 
 
It seems the speaker believes that there is a possibility for change as it becomes ―full of 
contrast‖ (l.32). The contrast in the city, in comparison to the grey silhouette, signals a 
healthy growing city, and also shifting social hierarchies. This could herald Ahmed‘s 
notion of a growing ―condition of hybridity‖ (1996: 286). The colours that have 
emerged could possibly mean the change brought about by the interaction of different 
nationalities and cultures as a result of migration and technology. The speaker 
concludes the poem stating ―the setting sun makes you sparkle / Holy City‖ (ll.34-35). 
This suggests the end of something and the prospect of bidding the city‘s dark past 
farewell and welcoming the future. The fact that the setting sun makes the ―Holy City‖ 
(l.35) sparkle, like Dennis Brutus‘s ―So Neat they Were,‖ implies that we need to move 
on, and not drag the past along with us for too long.  The poem like a traditional 
izibongo severely criticises the subject it is ‗praising‘ but in the end it uses colourful 
idioms to highlight the beauty and the prospect of a bright future for Johannesburg. The 
poem epitomises Opland‘s observation that ―the essential role of the Imbongi is 
political, concerned with the well-being of the polity‖ (1983: 68).  
Thurman‘s particular brand of ‗praise poetry,‘ like many izibongo, is built 
around images created by similes and metaphors, reinforcing how ―praise poetry is 
characterised not by narrative linking but by its accumulation of imagery‖ (2009: 1). 
Though most praise poets tend to ―draw extensively on images, particularly those of the 
natural world‖ (2009: 1), Thurman mostly draws from man-made creations, such as 
―Hillbrow Tower‖ (l.5), ―Ponte‖ (l.8) and ―Jo‘burg Gen‖ (l.11). Thus the speaker 
highlights the city‘s ability to change into something possibly positive as is illustrated 
by the setting sun which makes the ―Holy City‖ (l.35) sparkle. 
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―Holy City (A Jozi Praise- Poem)‖ illustrates how the past will always, in some 
shape or form, inform the present. Therefore the performance poets ensure that 
tradition, cultures of old and the past are conserved through their poetry. Thurman, like 
the others in this chapter, shows how poetry is a form of memory work. A post-colonial 
negotiation of the past attempts to rescue identities and cultures that were displaced by 
the decolonisation of Africa. Benita Parry notes ―the need to renew or activate 
memories is distinct from the uncritical attempt to conserve tradition‖ (1996: 86).153 By 
referring to the tradition of izibongo ―Holy City (A Jozi Praise- Poem)‖ renews and 
activates memories. The use of a Xhosa art form by a white man suggests that cultural 
identification in South Africa is truly fluid. The poem illustrates how relevant and 
informative the form still is and how relatable it is to people across many cultures and 
races. 
In this chapter I have demonstrated how permeable definitions of identity are 
becoming. Performance poetry serves as a site where identity can be contested and 
redefined. It also illustrates how the poets recall aspects of the past to help in creating 
new meaning and also how their work serves as memory work. The act of writing and 
performing poetry can be seen as a form of ‗rememory‘. The contemporary 
performance poet as shown by this chapter (and by previous chapters) is concerned 
with the task of preserving history. Russell Kashcula states:  
The modern performer remains rooted within his or her context, 
commenting on present day happenings and recent history, whilst 
at the same time weaving and presenting a literary tapestry for 
future generations. (1998: xvi)154 
 
The poets examined weave in old conventions of performance poetry with new ones 
thus producing a hybrid form that preserves history whilst acting as a medium for 
effective social commentary.  
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Conclusion 
The words become a camera peeking into corners of South Africa 
hidden from the tourists who travel here to experience whitewashed 
rainbow nationhood.  
— Lebo Mashile 
 
Performance poetry aims to challenge socio-political realities and elicit audience 
response to growing injustices. In such texts it is clear that the once silenced other, be 
he or she black, homosexual or poor, is able to articulate dissent on behalf of a 
community. Part of the aim of this project has been to demonstrate that, despite 
opinions to the contrary, performance poetry is both functional and aesthetically 
powerful. The poetic techniques and body language employed on stage complement the 
message. Though the performances analysed are important, I have attempted to suggest 
that the content and form of the poetry are worthy of critical attention. The most 
emphasis for the selected poets is the spoken word, thus illustrating the combination of 
performance and poetry. As Rampolokeng states, performance poetry is an attempt at 
marrying the stage and the page. His brand of poetry, like the others analysed, tries ―to 
make poetry that would leave a smudge on the page as it would on the stage‖ (2004: 1). 
The poets are clearly hybrid individuals who refuse categorisation as that would merely 
limit them as the label ―Black Stacey‖ limited the speaker of the eponymous poem.  
The primary aim of this project has been to illustrate the ways in which 
performance poetry serves as a catalyst for social change. Chapter One began by 
illustrating how Gil Scott-Heron‘s ―The Revolution will not be Televised‖ addressed 
the current issues of that particular era. The poem attempted to elicit a communal 
response to social injustices. This poem serves as an example of the history and culture 
of performance poetry from which contemporary performance poets, closer to home, 
have emerged. The study also illustrates that though contemporary poets are clearly 
influenced by poems such ―The Revolution will not be Televised,‖ they also scrutinise 
and re-negotiate inherited identities and their poetry offers the possibility of creating 
new identities. ―Black Stacey‖ like ―The Revolution will not be Televised‖ negotiates 
race issues in America but Saul Williams‘s poem is directed towards African 
Americans who he believes are also complicit in spreading negative images of 
blackness. Lesego Rampolokeng‘s poem ―Riding the Victim Train‖ is critical of the 
new black elite in South Africa who unnecessarily evoke the pain of the past in order to 
sustain their lavish lifestyles. These three poems, by addressing social ills, attempt to 
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initiate social change; however it is nearly impossible to see the immediate effect of the 
poems or to assess the amount of change that they have instigated. Performance 
poetry‘s potential to be a catalyst for change can be seen in the lengths politicians and 
police went to censor performance poets during Apartheid. It can also be seen in the 
exclusion of Kgafela oa Magogodi at the show that was to be held at the stadium in 
Bloemfontein once the dissidence of his poetry was noticed. 
During Apartheid, performance poetry adapted to specific political and social needs 
and it challenged the grievous inhumanity caused by Apartheid legislation. Though the 
laws of Apartheid have been dismantled and the Constitution proclaims all South 
Africans free and equal, the poets illustrate that there are still many gross inequalities in 
the country. Contemporary poets continue the dialogue started by ―Riding the Victim 
Train‖; and poems like ―Blood,‖ ―i mike what i like,‖ and ―The Man is Gone,‖ illustrate 
how the disenfranchised are now irrelevant as the new black elite is consumed by a 
capitalist-driven society that is sustained by their silence regarding social injustices. 
The selected performance poets are all part of a global dialogue that their poetry elicits 
or at times respond to. I have illustrated how the art form is characterised by vocal 
resistance to the status quo and social injustices that are still rife in post-Apartheid 
South Africa.   
The poets challenge the manner in which gender inequality is overtly and covertly 
perpetuated in South Africa. ―Yvonne‖ by Molekane shows how the sexist hetero-
normative narrative works subtly to the detriment of women. Tumi Molekane 
negotiates his own unwitting complicity in the rape of the girl through his courting 
ritual which he had assumed was innocent.  Kgafela oa Magogodi‘s ―samson and 
deli(e)lah‖ and Sam‘s ―Eve‖ illustrate how skewed interpretations of the Bible inform 
the patriarchal hetero-normative narrative depicting women as inherently evil, weak 
and the cause of men‘s downfall. ―Yvonne‖ and ―samson and deli(e)lah‖ are clearly 
important as they illustrate an attempt by two black men to interrogate their position in 
society as men. oa Magogodi and Molekane, like Sam, stage their opposition to 
inherited narratives that promote misogynist behaviour and attitudes.  
The poetry examined has been read as a form of memory work. The poets 
attempt to remember the traditions and history of the continent. They attempt to analyse 
and negotiate the narratives, history and cultures they have inherited in an attempt to 
forge new fluid identities. This dissertation illustrates how, like imbongi and seroki, 
contemporary performance poets act as social and political commentators and as 
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mediators between the ruler and the ruled. ―76‖ and ―Eli‖ both negotiate inherited 
histories and illustrate the ways in which the past continues to affect the present. 
Through their explicit knowledge of the past, the poets act as spokespersons for their 
communities. Dennis Brutus illustrates how the traumas of the past inform his present 
in ―So Neat They Were‖ and ―Mumia‖ like ―The Revolution will not be Televised‖ is a 
vocal call for support for Mumia Abu Jamal while it simultaneously serves to support 
the incarcerated writer. ―Holy City (A Jozi Praise-Poem)‖ evokes the tradition of 
izibongo, and Chris Thurman invokes the Xhosa art form to herald a brighter future for 
Johannesburg and South Africa. 
The performance poets are clearly aware of the power inherent in the use of the 
first and second person narrator. This is epitomised by the use of ‗I‘ when the speaker is 
clearly not the poet, for example the second female speaker in ―Yvonne.‖ Every poem 
analysed, except ―The Man is Gone,‖ has a reflective I, or the inclusive ‗you‘, ‗we‘, or 
‗us.‘ The use of the first and second person in the poetry is at times wrongly criticised 
as being too self-indulgent and narcissistic. The study shows rather that it is the use of 
the first person that allows the audience to easily identify with the subject matter and 
speaker of the poem, and it makes the audience feel involved, as if the poem is 
personally addressed to them.  
It is clearly impossible to divorce the hip-hop and African oral influences from 
contemporary performance poetry. However the influences are never used 
indiscriminately, they are selectively used to emphasise a point such as the use of hip-
hop jargon in ―i mike what i like.‖ The speaker, like many rappers do, lists the 
attributes of a good poet. This is also shown in the subtle reference to the art of 
izibongo in ―Holy City (A Jozi Praise-Poem).‖ Thurman‘s reference illustrates how 
African art forms inform the history, identities and future of the South African nation.  
The particular brand of performance poetry studied in this dissertation resists the 
portrayal of South Africa as an untainted ―whitewashed rainbow nationhood‖ (Mashile. 
2002: 55). The poets highlight the injustices that are rife in post-Apartheid South Africa 
and suggest that the nation can only progress once it is able to actively address the 
social ills and embrace all the cultures in the country. It is its ability to engage and 
interrogate social ills that makes it relevant and significant. 
Unfortunately most ―black male hip-hop artists who receive the most acclaim‖ 
(hooks, 2004: 60), as noted by hooks, ―are busy pimping violence, peddling the 
racist/sexist stereotypes of the black male as primitive predator‖ (2004: 60). The male 
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poets analysed show a profound sensitivity to gender related issues. Saul Williams and 
Tumi Molekane showed the danger of the male gaze whilst Kgafela oa Magogodi 
challenges sexist ideology. The fact that they do not receive as much acclaim as a 
rapper who talks about ―glocks‖ (2005: l.73) and girls in a misogynistic fashion, 
exhibits that individuals who propagate sexist/racist stereotypes are favoured over those 
who resist these stereotypes. This underlines the reality that these poets will always 
remain on the periphery of society if they wish to maintain their subversive message.  
Yet it has been illustrated that it is precisely this marginal position that allows 
them to be subversive, without being co-opted and tamed by mainstream culture. As 
hooks notes, even if the rapper ―may include radical rhetoric now and then, the hip-hop 
artist who wants to make ‗a killing‘ cannot afford to fully radicalise his consciousness‖ 
(2004: 60). She further argues that the rapper cannot guide him/herself ―or anyone else 
on the path to liberation‖ (60). Performance poets however do not have that pressure to 
make a profit so are therefore more able than rappers to be dissident. Their poetry is 
more readily able to lead themselves and others ―on the path to liberation‖ (60). 
It is notably difficult to find audio recordings of these performance poets. The 
performance poets rely on their live performance shows to gain popularity and to sell 
their music. Yet technology has rescued them from oblivion as many of the artists 
represented in this study are beginning to harness the power of the internet, reaching a 
far wider audience. Videos and audio recordings of their performances can be found on 
the internet where several of the poets sell their poetry. So even if the message is too 
dissident to be broadcast in mainstream media, the internet allows for them to be clearly 
heard by a global audience. This dissidence is to be celebrated as it cultivates ―new 
aesthetic ethos that are neither compromised by commodification of art nor the naked 
mimicry of conventions of white or black literary barons‖ (Ogude, James. 1998: 255). 
The careers and contributions of performance poets are unfortunately short-lived. 
This dissertation has attempted to ensure that the works of these poets do not fade into 
obscurity by ensuring they are preserved in print and thus adding to the rich oral 
tradition of South Africa.  
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Addendum A 
The Revolution Will Not Be Televised 
 
You will not be able to stay home, brother. 
You will not be able to plug in, turn on and cop out. 
You will not be able to lose yourself on skag and skip, 
Skip out for beer during commercials, 
Because the revolution will not be televised.     5 
 
The revolution will not be televised. 
The revolution will not be brought to you by Xerox 
In 4 parts without commercial interruptions. 
The revolution will not show you pictures of Nixon 
blowing a bugle and leading a charge by John    10 
Mitchell, General Abrams and Spiro Agnew to eat 
hog maws confiscated from a Harlem sanctuary. 
The revolution will not be televised. 
 
The revolution will not be brought to you by the  
Schaefer Award Theatre and will not star Natalie   15 
Woods and Steve McQueen or Bullwinkle and Julia. 
The revolution will not give your mouth sex appeal. 
The revolution will not get rid of the nubs. 
The revolution will not make you look five pounds 
thinner, because the revolution will not be televised, Brother  20 
 
There will be no pictures of you and Willie May 
pushing that shopping cart down the block on the dead run, 
or trying to slide that color television into a stolen ambulance. 
NBC will not be able predict the winner at 8:32 
or report from 29 districts.      25 
The revolution will not be televised. 
 
There will be no pictures of pigs shooting down
  
 
brothers in the instant replay. 
There will be no pictures of pigs shooting down 
brothers in the instant replay.     30 
There will be no pictures of Whitney Young being 
run out of Harlem on a rail with a brand new process. 
There will be no slow motion or still life of Roy 
Wilkens strolling through Watts in a Red, Black and 
Green liberation jumpsuit that he had been saving   35 
For just the proper occasion. 
 
Green Acres, The Beverly Hillbillies, and Hooterville 
Junction will no longer be so damned relevant, and 
women will not care if Dick finally gets down with 
Jane on Search for Tomorrow because Black people   40 
will be in the street looking for a brighter day. 
The revolution will not be televised. 
 
There will be no highlights on the eleven o'clock 
news and no pictures of hairy armed women 
liberationists and Jackie Onassis blowing her nose.   45 
The theme song will not be written by Jim Webb, 
Francis Scott Key, nor sung by Glen Campbell, Tom 
Jones, Johnny Cash, Englebert Humperdink, or the Rare Earth. 
The revolution will not be televised. 
 
The revolution will not be right back after a message   50 
about a white tornado, white lightning, or white people. 
You will not have to worry about a dove in your 
bedroom, a tiger in your tank, or the giant in your toilet bowl. 
The revolution will not go better with Coke. 
The revolution will not fight the germs that may cause bad breath.  55 
The revolution will put you in the driver's seat. 
 
  
The revolution will not be televised, will not be televised, 
will not be televised, will not be televised. 
The revolution will be no re-run brothers; 
The revolution will be live.      60 
 
By Gil Scott Heron. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Addendum B. 
Black Stacey  
 
I used to hump my pillow at night. 
The type of silent prayer to make myself prepare for the light. 
Me and my cousin Duce used to rate the girls between one and ten  
and the highest number got to be my pillow‘s pretend.    
Now I apologize to every high ranker.    5 
But you taught me how to dream and so I also thank ya. 
I never had the courage to approach you at school. 
We joked around a lot and I know you thought I dressed cool. 
But I was just covering up  
all the insecurities that came bubbling up.    10 
My complexion had me stuck in an emotional rut,     
like the time you Flavor Flaved me and you played me 
"Yo Chuck,  
they say you're too black, man".       
I think I'm too black.      15 
Mom, do you think I'm too black?        
I think I'm too black.  
I think I'm too black.  
I think I'm too black.  
Black Stacey.       20 
They called me Black Stacey.       
I never got to be myself 'cause to 
myself I always was Black Stacey,       
in polka dots and paisley,  
a double goose and bally shoes,      25 
 you thought it wouldn't phase me.      
I was Black Stacey. 
the preachers' son from Haiti 
who rhymed a lot  
and always got the dances at the party.    30 
I was Black Stacey.         
  
you thought it wouldn't phase me,  
but it did 'cause I was just a kid. 
 
I used to use bleaching creme,  
til Madame CJ Walker walked into my dreams.    35 
I dreamt of being white and complimented by you,  
but the only shiny black thing that you liked was my shoes. 
Now, I apologize for bottling up 
all the little things you said that warped my head and my gut.  
Even though I always told you not to      40 
brag about the fact that your great grand 
mother was raped by her slave master. (said in one breath) 
Yeah, I became militant too.  
So it was clear on every level I was blacker than you. 
I turned you on to Malcolm X and Assata Shakur    45 
in three quarter elephant goose with the fur. 
I had the high top fade 
with the steps on the side. 
I had the two finger ring, rag top on the ride. 
I had the sheep skin, namebelt,       50 
Lee suit, Kangol, acid wash Vasco, chicken and waffle. 
 
Black Stacey. 
They called me Black Stacey. 
I never got to be myself 'cause to myself  
I always was Black Stacey,       55 
in polka dots and paisley,  
a double goose and bally shoes,  
you thought it wouldn't phase me.  
I was Black Stacey.  
the preachers' son from Haiti      60 
who rhymed a lot and always got the dances at the party.  
I was Black Stacey.  
You thought it wouldn't phase me,  
  
but it did 'cause I was just a kid.  
 
Now here's a little message for you.     65 
All you baller playa's got some insecurities too,  
that you could cover up, bling it up, cash in 
and ching ching it up,  
hope no one will bring it up,  
lock it down and string it up.     70 
Or you can share your essence with us,  
'cause everything about you couldn't be rugged and ruff.  
And even though you tote a glock and you're hot on the streets, 
 if you dare to share your heart, we'll nod our head to its beat. 
And you should do that, if nothing else, to prove that   75 
 a player like you  
could keep it honest and true.  
Don't mean to call your bluff  
but mothafucka that's what I do. 
You got a platinum chain      80 
then, son, I'm probably talking to you. 
And you can call your gang, your posse and the rest of your crew. 
And while you're at it get them addicts and the indigent too.  
I plan to have a whole army by the time that I'm through  
to load their guns with songs they haven't sung.    85 
 
Black Stacey. 
They called me Black Stacey. 
I never got to be myself 'cause to myself  
I always was Black Stacey,  
in polka dots and paisley,       90 
a double goose and bally shoes,  
you thought it wouldn't phase me.  
I was Black Stacey.  
the preachers' son from Haiti      95 
who rhymed a lot and always got the dances at the party.  
  
I was Black Stacey.  
You thought it wouldn't phase me,  
but it did 'cause I was just a kid.  
 
By Saul Williams 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Addendum C 
Riding the Victim Train 
 
Blight on the site of the death staple diet  
at gunshot midnight  
the leper cast out in the desert and cold  
without snout or paw in the pot of gold  
but warm and sane on the wisdom train      5 
I‘m beyond the boer factor in the kaffir sector  
it makes me suffer  
rougher it comes tougher  
break its neck because acting kaffir  
is not being black        10 
 
cry nazi riding tracks of the third reich  
they stand back from the battle track  
back up the second coming of the groot trek  
herd themselves like cattle in the colour kraal  
wearing the victim label        15 
everyone a sufferer  
pretending there was never a biafra  
can‘t see Ethiopia for myopia  
 
kick up a rat racket  
they pick up a rot packet        20 
wearing skin like a wallet  
riding a technic of pigment  
moving from depth to platitude  
selling attitude  
each one a racial prostitute        25 
 
the victims vie for martyrdom   
blood is mud we trudge  
call on history they reverse the charges  
  
not jud suss but the birth of a nation  
brutal equation         30 
the mein kampf syndrome takes hold  
my pain is deeper than yours  
chained to history‘s flaws  
from the root of the old  
the fruit takes hold in the throat       35 
then they wonder why some feed on the seed  
of the dead  
 
Blight on the site of the death staple diet  
at gunshot midnight  
the leper cast out in the desert and cold      40 
without snout or paw in the pot of gold  
but warm and sane on the wisdom train  
I‘m beyond the boer factor in the kaffir sector  
it makes me suffer  
rougher it comes tougher        45 
break its neck because acting kaffir  
is not being black cry  
 
but shame contained at dawn of conscience‘s end  
wounds dusted off   show off  
atrocity flags flown high        50 
causality squad on scar parade  
past afraid made present death masquerade  
achievement charade  
relevant rule of the moment  
tears dried out at birth        55 
gorgon stoned blind eye devil faith  
tears seen own corpses on the morgue slab  
dr  Jekyll‘s  back in the lab  
dreams besieged in withering fright  
vampires in hot blood might         60 
  
unleash blistering storm on tattered flesh  
rains of fire wash souls of ash  
lives to the stake  
a slice of the civilisation cake 
 bedrock of Solomon          65 
dreadlock of Samson  
life‘s art strife‘s fart  
beast to diseased heart  
slow pain strain  
death- flow- rain         70 
hope in abortion  
riding the victim train 
 
By Lesego Rampolokeng  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Addendum D 
Blood 
 
It is the thickest blood on this planet 
The feet, that slip and slide in spilled lakes of black blood 
on back roads marked with rusted dead-end signs 
They don't fit into any shoes 
not Nike's, and not Reebok's, though they     5 
make 'em across the sea and sell 'em to you and me 
for fifty times their value "tch" none of them can hold the blood 
that coagulated not so long ago, in the lower extremities 
of off-color corpses, strung up from trees 
like, drying figs or, hanging potpourri,     10 
to sweeten scenes of Southern gallantry 
Before cushioned insoles and arch supports 
there were feet that sank in rusted chains, 
and uhh backs that cracked beneath the weight of slave names 
like Jones, Smith, Johnson, Williams, or even Hilfiger...   15 
And black butts that bore marks forever from irons 
that preceded those for pressing and curling naps 
yanked straight, before relaxers, weaves and pink lotion 
 
Branding irons children, now that you've crossed the ocean right 
Step up here lit-tle nigger on the auction block    20 
and open up your mouth 
Right, good strong teeth, good muscle tone 
you oughta pick a ton of cotton, 
must be worth ten dollars maybe more 
See here ladies and gentlemen how much can I get    25 
for this here barely used, top of the line... 
 
Fast forward to Calvin Klein 
and modern ownership tags for black behinds, 
courtesy of Ralph Lauren A.K.A. low, low, 
  
well how low can you go?       30 
Call on black consumers if you want the cash flow 
'cause they quick to flip and spend up all they dough 
and don't front money, act like you know 
We give it up to the Brook-lyn malls 
We give it up to the Uptown malls      35 
'cause the white folks figure ain't no questions for a nigga 
that material possessions can‘t answer 
Keep us preoccupied from what we wear to what we drive 
while our mothers are dying of cancer 
We tuck our low self esteem in Euro-trash jeans    40 
overpriced shit from Donna Karan 
as we toast with Hennesey to covert white supremacy 
 
Hiding the thickest blood on the planet 
we wearing it under our clothes, 
the way God dressed our souls      45 
but, check how the proud blood flow through 1996 
Adding fuel to the flames of some bullshit brand names 
'cause we couldn't see past the next pair of fat kicks 
 
It is the thickest blood on this planet 
The blood that, sprays and spills in buckets     50 
soaks and stains the nightly news, but fuck it 
a colored life still ain't worth but a few ducats 
That blood can't be contained by any mind that cannot see a 
great black forest for all these cracker trees 
I'm talkin' about Afro-Madonna, and child, and child   55 
and child, and child, and whoops, there goes another one 
And momma don't know the answer so baby gots to Guess 
Oh say young blood, you wanna tell me 
what George Marciano, ever did for a negro, a Boricua, chicano 
brothers and sisters their pockets like blood blisters    60 
Ready to pop, ooze, and drop cash so hot and so fast 
  
it makes a spark 
"Yeah mommy 'cause now I got my upside-down triangle 
my designer question mark" 
OH WHY ASK WHY that shit don't make you complete   65 
It's vanilla concealer for your chocolate heartbeat 
 
Pumping the, thickest blood on this planet 
while we take it for granted that 
more Selma churches won't be bombed 
more bullet riddled bodies won't be embalmed    70 
Another cop won't, commit murder turn around and get a raise 
while we pickin over the racks from white owned Doctor J's 
to Modell's, Macy's, and Sak's 
Shit they just think we ain't never gon' change our ways 
and finally answer back:       75 
"No suh, Ise don't want to wear yo' britches 
No suh, Ise don't want to grant yo' wishes 
that all us negroes"... shall continue to hide, 
in your shoes and your clothes, as if we should take pride 
in your savage traditions, in genocide     80 
All the spirits you extinguished and never batted one blue eye 
Yet you‘re vulture's on our culture like white on brown rice 
Bleach our blood and sell it back, special price 
on this blood that races through the African veins of the child 
on his way to the mall, in White Plains     85 
to catch a confused, lost, land-stealing Columbus Day sale 
on a Fila jogging suit, for his brother in jail 
That blood, is your blood, it's my blood, it's our blood 
It is the, thickest blood on this planet. 
 
By Sarah Jones. 
 
  
Addendum E 
i mike what i like 
 
i mike what i like 
i am not a lick-ass poet 
i give no blowjobs to politicians 
my tongue can‘t be bought 
to dance in the rot of the king‘s court      5 
i don‘t even rap 
call me the unwrapper 
i unwrap the napkins of this baby nation 
to show you slime of the times 
i‘m nobody‘s official poet or puppet      10 
i mike what i like 
i dis what i dislike  
i carry the spirit of graffiti 
i obey no laws of religious gravity  
the spoken word is my shepherd       15 
i shall not want shit  
however sweet the sound  
where marechera rose to write  
in the middle of the scream  
where papa ramps has        20 
a dream of war  
where mumia rhymes against death row  
where we die because we don‘t know  
how to walk the frank talk  
i mike what I like         25 
i sink the censorship 
i buy no skelm 
when i drop a poem 
never mind         
the head of state        30 
or the state of his head 
  
i soak in the word 
of the sage who asked 
why swim in the 
same soup warmed all over       35 
lefifi tladi 
i sample sounds of your soul 
for azania‘s children to hear 
the troubled coughs of history‘s echoes 
around us         40 
inside us 
in the stink of my ink 
when i sound check 1 2 3 
i‘m free 
  
By Kagefela oa Magogodi 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Addendum F  
The Man is Gone 
 
a man is defined by ladders,      
by walks upstairs, or downstairs,      
by skills acquired returning home      
or escaping the rain.       
 
the man known yesterday is not the man you meet,    5 
forever, around the corner, in Brussels     
or in the street, in York Road in Umtata     
selling newspapers and coke.      
 
that man is lost forever, like a packet of chips.    
his feet supine and delirious when he sleeps –    10 
like a felled bush in the forest      
he is never known.         
 
 
 
By Mxolisi Nyezwa  
 
  
Addendum G  
Yvonne 
 
They say that your thick skinned drum       
makes the loudest beat         
I‘m fully grounded amidst the bullshit.       
My heart is sweet.         
I walked past a squad of creeps       5 
the kind that rob and speak        
like their resume requested what they do on the street.   
I was adamant          
that I wouldn‘t get involved in this.       
Ignored the peeps.        10 
I just kept my walk discreet.       
A few blocks later          
boom            
sister‘s aura is sweet.        
Initial shock left my heart with a faulting beat.    15 
I can live off yours if mine stopped for weeks      
may I walk with me          
sorry meant you          
my name is Tumi          
on a Sunday when I am praying to the maker of your beauty.  20 
Couldn‘t help but admire         
what‘s your name lil cutey?       
She said I‘m in rush         
thus don‘t make a fuss         
I mean for fuck‘s sake        25 
I‘m going to miss the bus.        
Wait it must be fate.         
U sway to the soundless rhythms of club djs.    
I don‘t normally do this         
but I don‘t normally view this       30 
sisters in the city have a thing for playing nudists     
  
but you are fully dressed      
truly next to odd.         
So I pursue it          
give me your name and number       35 
where‘ve you been all summer.       
I know your world easily welcomes new comers     
come on           
I grabbed her by the wrist         
and went on          40 
forget the bus.         
You look like you like the loud type       
the fist in the air          
fat black and lovely proud type,        
that‘s me!         45 
Tumi at your service         
with a purpose.          
Shit I can play Biko          
and make white people nervous        
anyway the taxi is cheaper.       50 
Damn it‘s been nice to meet ya        
come on do I really have to ask again.      
Sweet heart ok          
for goodness please         
get off your knees.        55 
My name is Yvonne,         
look man I really have to leave.       
With that shit          
I had more bounce in my stroll.       
I couldn‘t wait two days        60 
I went home and made the call        
Hello           
Can I talk to that pumpkin Yvonne?      
She got raped this afternoon        
she can‘t come to the phone.       65 
  
Hard day at work          
stains the face          
but I was looking pretty.        
A five minute walk through this place       
takes an hour in the city        70 
see brothers act rude         
and throw gestures at you         
some will even try and grab        
as if you in a petting zoo.        
You got to get fully dressed        75 
and not summon suggestions        
that will get you pressed         
with brothers thinking you show interest.      
I don‘t be bugging          
but it feels like slavery or something.      80 
These cats mastered the art of space invasion     
but fuck it I can deal with it.       
Tell ‗em straight up          
how they make me feel and shit        
it gets me to a point where I feel conflict is eminent.    85 
Two blocks from the bus stop        
this kid looking love struck         
mumbles something at me        
I say nothing to he          
lord have mercy         90 
here is another lusting at me.       
Look I‘m in a rush          
thus don‘t be a fuss          
I mean for fuck‘s sake         
got to get the bus.        95 
These cats are made to fuss        
straight up.           
Grabbed me by the wrist         
I didn‘t play that.         
  
He looked little cute                         100  
talking loud on his knees         
and shit brothers be looking        
he looking pleased with it.        
I gave him my name and number        
and left suddenly         105 
but still missed the bus.      
I cussed this kid for loving me.       
Slapped from behind         
turned around there‘s two in front of me .     
Give them my purse         110 
thinking they are mugging me         
when the other two drag me into the nearest shrubbery    
pulls my lips to his          
unzips my jeans          
and rips the seams.         115 
Knocked unconsciousness        
in attempts to scream.  
 
By Tumi Molekane  
 
  
Addendum H 
samson and deli(e)lah 
 
samson was wise the bible says his dreadlocks     
were as long as the nile they grew from a deep soul  
who stole delilah‘s heart plucked it out and  
licked the strawberry juice love was made she  
laid tangled in his hair ran her fingers through     5 
the lion‘s mane he roared she moaned mating  
sounds of love‘s doves woven around the moon  
and soon they came to eden planted human  
seed in holy gardens sprout shot out from  
ground to tree was it eve who ate adam‘s apple     10 
or was it adam who sample the fruit maybe it  
was jesus opening his loud mouth in parables  
who remembers these fables from times when  
stones were soft not even gold knows if it‘s love or 
 lust between adam and eve between samson and     15 
delilah was it right for a nazarite to massage a  
philistine‘s spine. 
 
samson was wise but failed to tell if delilah  
was faking the bible says she shagged him for  
eleven shekels of silver strong he snapped out     20 
of her booby trap of seven thongs etcetera but  
that‘s before delialh quit her missionary posi-  
tion dazed him in the maze of kamasutras it  
was too sweet he shared his secret before he  
fell into deep lairs of sleep she shaved his      25 
seven locks and the lion lost his iron but i am  
not Samson and you‘re not Delilah these are  
not biblical times when old cats thought the  
earth was flat now the bible is on the internet  
never spent much time in church but i know      30 
  
my sin is i believed the blind preachers who   
taught me that Samson got his eyes gorged  
out because he was bewitched by dope kisses  
from a philistine bitch 
 
was Samson truly wise? What‘s left is pieces of     35 
broken heart in the rubble of philistine temples  
horrors of biblical soap operas is this love  
flying on the wings of nightmares romeo  
romeo where forward thou when Juliet ploughs  
her feet in two red row petals of love‘s wound     40 
she needs painkillers not chocolate and cham –  
pagne jah man in yeoville wants her for queen  
he rolls a bombzol to get her stoned but she  
seeks only whispers of aspirational path in the  
puff just ital nothing genital he curses saying     45 
she‘s serpentine to the core probably a whore  
biblical patriarchs say  a woman is a snake but  
that‘s a lie it‘s Samson the phallic soul can‘t  
keep his public snake in its hole and adam too  
dummy to see his own nakedness in the twists     50 
and twirls of boy meets girl 
 
By Kgafela oa Magogodi  
 
 
 
 
  
Addendum I  
Eve 
 
My name is Eve  
and I am 25 years old  
and I go to church every Sunday  
heaven is in the sky they say  
and hell is down below.       5 
Yes brothers and sisters  
the bible reads it  
God command it  
my pastor tells me that God will forgive my sins  
virginity is my ticket to rise        10 
will get me a position in front of the line  
oh shit! I am not a virgin  
but I am born again 
and some of my aunts and my friends in the congregation  
praise him          15 
for delivering me  
from the hell  
down below my waist line  
just underneath my tummy  
right there where my coarse curly hair is.     20 
 
It‘s quite all right if I don‘t use it  
I will be through the pearly gates as long as I don‘t lose  
it to some brother that is not in my church  
and who hasn‘t married me  
and who has also kept a tight grip       26 
on his virginity   
while fucking me in his brain. 
So I guess it is all right then  
‗cos all of you were men of God  
things will be fine.        30 
  
I‘ll get married  
have kids  
a nice house and a dog  
 
Sis your God-fearing mother will blurt  
don‘t bring her little bastard into my house      35 
she will curse  
you can unequivocally state that  
honest to God you can tell that  
hell is down below my waist line  
just underneath my tummy        40 
right there where my coarse curly hair is. 
Never mind that kid when you were smouldering with desire 
no one‘s gonna find out  
that you have been sticking it into me  
while you were drinking that Hansa.      45 
Your parents won‘t smell the fuck that opened me up  
and let leak my sewer. 
Confess your sins  
and you will be absolved. 
 
Get married to your sperm before you come bastards    50 
love your babies before they are born  
and not afterwards. 
How I screamed  
cos you were the man  
and how important it is now that you have a virgin     55 
not for the purity of the mother  
the sanctity of the baby  
not even for the honour of the father. 
 
You boast about my moans and groans   
when you laid your hands in me       60 
when you were entering repeatedly  
  
yet now you won‘t marry me  
because I am not a virgin? 
God forbid  
you forget my cries from hell       65 
when you laid your hands in me  
when you were entering repeatedly  
and yet now you won‘t marry me  
because I have a son. 
 
by Sam  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Addendum J 
76 
 
Singing 
Humming 
76 was not a good year        
It was ‘76           
the street blew in ebony mist        
I‘m treading it swift          
and running past where Hector got hit.      5 
Bullets rang           
several kids ran          
better not flinch.         
I catch a glimpse of this bastard running past us     
with a gas mask         10 
chucking tear gas cans         
that hit you like anthrax uh.        
I carry a brickload of black wrath in my stance      
hit him with a slab          
he drops          15 
his rifle and flash light.        
Walk towards him he is bleeding.       
My face hardens grab his gun        
as the crowd of overlooking yells        
take it from him         20 
the place is humming.        
This mutha (pause)          
is gonna pay for something        
for chasing and gunning         
and making martyrs out of young ‗uns.      25 
We stare for a while with murder in our eyes      
if he had seen it before         
then he heard it in our cries.       
I drift to a time          
  
when we was in a line        30 
my only dad was a prison visit        
a bird caged in its prime.        
Pain painted in its time         
like cells try to find my soul        
waiting to find mercy         35 
wait but am I worthy         
hate can defy earthly         
based on divine birds we chase where we is supposed to be   
last days are close to we eyes wide close to see.    
Past the smoke scenery        40 
I drift back           
to see him bleed          
I cock the rifle and shot him        
to silence his misery.        
Crowd disperse         45 
after the gun powder burst.        
Life escapes him          
but I still got it worse. ( x7)        
 
(singing) ‘76 was not a very good year  
we so caught up with fear.       50 
But I still got it worse. 
 
By Tumi Molekane 
 
 
 
  
Addendum K 
Eli 
 
Eli came back from Iraq        
and tattooed a teddy bear onto the inside of his wrist   
above that a medic with an IV bag      
above that an angel         
but Eli says the teddy bear won't live      5 
and I know I don't know but I say, "I know"     
cause Eli's only twenty-four and I've never seen eyes    
further away from childhood than his      
eyes old with a wisdom        
he knows I'd rather not have       10 
Eli's mother traces a teddy bear onto the inside of my arm   
and says, "not all casualties come home in body bags"   
and I swear          
I'd spend the rest of my life writing nothing     
but the word light at the end of this tunnel     15 
if I could find the fucking tunnel       
I'd write nothing but white flags       
somebody pray for the soldiers       
somebody pray for what's lost       
somebody pray for the mailbox      20 
that holds the official letters       
to the mothers,        
--------------fathers,         
--------------------sisters,        
and little brothers        25 
of Micheal 19... Steven 21... John 33      
how ironic that their deaths sound like bible verses    
the hearse is parked in the halls of the high school    
recruiting black, brown and poor       
while anti-war activists       30 
outside Walter Reed army hospital scream     
  
100, 000 slain   
as an amputee on the third floor       
breathes forget-me-nots onto the window pain     
but how can we forget what we never knew     35 
our sky is so perfectly blue it's repulsive      
somebody tell me where god lives      
cause if God is truth God doesn't live here     
our lies have seared the sun too hot to live by     
there are ghosts of kids who are still alive     40 
touting M16s with trembling hands      
while we dream ourselves stars on Survivor     
another missile sets fire to the face in the locket    
of a mother whose son needed money for college    
and she swears she can feel his photograph burn    45 
how many wars will it take us to learn      
that only the dead return        
the rest remain forever caught between worlds of    
shrapnel shatters body of three year old girl     
to          50 
welcome to McDonalds can I take your order?     
the mortar of sanity crumbling       
stumbling back home to a home that will never be home again  
Eli doesn't know if he can ever write a poem again    
one third of the homeless men in this country are veterans   55 
and we have the nerve to Support Our Troops     
with pretty yellow ribbons        
while giving nothing but dirty looks to their outstretched hands  
tell me what land of the free       
sets free its eighteen-year-old kids into greedy war zones   60 
hones them like missiles        
then returns their bones in the middle of the night    
so no one can see         
each death swept beneath the carpet and hidden like dirt   
each life a promise we never kept      65 
  
Jeff Lucey came back from Iraq 
and hung himself in his parent‘s basement with a garden hose  
the night before he died he spent forty five minutes on his father‘s lap  
rocking like a baby         
rocking like daddy, save me       70 
and don't think for a minute he too isn't collateral damage   
in the mansions of Washington they are watching them burn   
and hoarding the water        
no senators' sons are being sent out to slaughter    
no presidents' daughters are licking ashes from their lips   75 
or dreaming up ropes to wrap around their necks    
in case they ever make it home alive      
our eyes are closed         
America          
there are souls in        80 
the boots of the soldiers        
America          
fuck your yellow ribbon        
you wanna support our troops      
bring them home        85 
and hold them tight when they get here      
 
By Andrea Gibson  
 
 
 
  
 Addendum L  
So Neat They Were  
 
So neat they were, so attractive,       
shapely with a jewel-like gleam,       
but also so lethal, lying there quietly      
in a detective‘s hand.       
Having known a bullet in my back,       5 
I regarded these bullets with respect,      
knowing they might have plunged      
blasted into my skull; ―Fight! Fight!‖  was urged:    
― A lucky escape‖, I thought,       
but commended myself on my prudence:      10 
inches deep in snow outside       
O‘Hare Airport, my feet tingling,       
was still preferable to lying       
a corpse staining new-fallen snow     
 
 
By Brutus, Dennis.  
  
Addendum M 
Mumia 
 
He is surrounded by the shadows        
The shadows of death row         
They want to make him walk that valley        
The valley Jonny Gammage knows.       
But is voice is strong for justice      5 
For freedom he is strong         
Mumia, Mumia          
You‘re never fighting alone         
In your fight for justice         
From deathrow        10 
The fight for your release          
From death row          
And until there‘s justice         
From death row          
There will be no peace       15 
Out of the shadows his voice echoes       
Thousands of Black youth         
And it shatters lies and silence        
With the thunder of its truth.        
Mumia, Mumia        20 
Do you hear us march along        
To your words that spoke for freedom       
And the courage to be strong        
 
 
By Brutus, Dennis.  
 
 
  
Addendum N 
Holy City (A Jozi Praise- Poem) 
Still you haunt our dreams:  
Jo‘burg City skyline, more African 
than Table Mountain, but celebrated  
without sentiment.  
 
Hillbrow Tower, a great cross with the arms broken off:    5 
your heart bruised, or puffed with pride –  
I can never tell. 
Ponte, where ten stories of neon  
have denied your Coca-Cola suicide leap  
and Vodacom tenants‘ death-in-life.      10 
Jo‘burg Gen, implacable concrete slab  
(hospitals bridge the fallen host,  
life to many, death to many)  
and all around these solid blocks hide secrets:  
jagged buildings staggering to balance you,      15 
broken ballast for a land craft. 
 
Away to the north your rich offspring  
turn their backs on your aged frame. 
 
I am ashamed to say that my faith has failed  
often           20 
but still you stand a stubborn grey silhouette. 
You do not promise to be a guardian:  
you do not make the threats that others hear. 
  
In your shadows the seas roar, the winds howl  
many drown  
but I will look you in the eyes, study you      25 
intently, with perspective. 
 
Did I say 
You are a stubborn grey silhouette? 
I apologise,  
for here I see you change:        30 
a scattered light punches holes in the evening  
and you are full of contrast,  
a few colours even,  
as the setting sun makes you sparkle 
Holy City.         35 
 
By Chris Thurman 
